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Dear colleagues,

“Theatre within the Context… and Not Just Theatre” is a name that 

does not belong to this edition alone. The international symposium 

that took place from 23rd until 25th September 2015 in Belgrade, as a 

part of 16th Bitef Polyphony, was also named thus. The symposium was 

dedicated to analysis, contextualization and critical interpretations 

of contemporary theories and performing practices, as well as 

understanding principles, mechanisms and value system that are 

merging different forms of their implementation. The intention was 

to acquire and exchange views about multitude of the contemporary 

theatrical theories, methods and techniques, directed to social changes 

and community culture development. Thirty experts in scientific or 

cultural fields were invited and took part in the six dialogue sessions in 

the course of three days. Interludes between sessions were also held and 

included workshops and presentation of works that aimed at raising new 

questions about the disciplinary boundaries of contemporary cultural 

practices. The symposium was a departure point and an incentive for 

further deliberation of performativity and its social roles, resulting in 

papers gathered within this publication. 

We are looking forward to the future that unfolds from here; the one 

we make together. 

Yours,

Irena Ristić and Vlatko Ilić, 

Editors    

In Belgrade

January 1, 2016





Poštovane koleginice i kolege, 

„Pozorište u kontekstu… i ne samo pozorište“ nije samo naslov ovog 

izdanja već i međunarodnog simpozijuma koji je održan 23, 24. i 25. 

septembra 2015. godine u okviru 16. Bitef Polifonije. Simpozijum je bio 

posvećen analizi, kontekstualizaciji i kritičkoj interpretaciji savremenih 

teorija i izvođačkih praksi, kao i razumevanju principa, mehanizama i 

vrednosnog sistema koji objedinjuju različite vidove njihove primene. 

Namera je bila sticanje i razmena uvida o mnogostrukosti pozorišnih i 

izvođačkih teorija, metoda i tehnika, usmerenih na društvenu promenu 

i razvoj kulture zajedništva. Trideset pozvanih eksperata naučne ili 

aktivističko-umetničke orijentacije prikazalo je svoje radove u okviru šest 

dijaloških sesija tokom tri dana, dok su međuigre uključivale radionice i 

prezentacije radova koji otvaraju nova pitanja o disciplinarnim granicama 

savremenih umetničkih praksi. Simpozijum je bio polazište i neka vrsta 

provokacije za dalje promišljanje performativnosti i njenih socijalnih 

uloga, a radovi u ovom zborniku su tek jedan od mogućih ishoda. 

Radujemo se sledećim koracima, koje možemo učiniti zajedno. 

Irena Ristić i Vlatko Ilić, 

urednici   

U Beogradu, 

1. januara 2016. 
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The paper presents a theoretical exchange of questions and 

assumptions between two theater academics and practitioners, that 

addresses the issues related to the status of theater and the ways of 

its existence in the context of social life, specifically in regards to the 

context, political nature and legacy of theater arts throughout the 

last century, as well as in present times. Special attention has been 

given to the exploration of twofold utilitarian paradigm, which shapes 

contemporary practices. It is complemented with a review of insights 

from different approaches and examples from other disciplines. The goal 

of this dialogue is to articulate a possible framework for understanding 

the character, challenges and limits of contemporary institutional and 

non-institutional practices, while anticipating a horizon of their future 

development.

Keywords: theatre, performative practices, context, politics, participation
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DIALOGUE ON PERFORMATIVE TURNS

One could argue that two in many ways opposing theoretical and 

practical orientations are shaping our present understanding of theatre 

and its place within the social life. The modern idea of arts’ autonomy, 

fully integrated in its institutions, which dominated over theatre 

production and the Artworld (Danto, 1964) in general throughout the 

eighteen and the nineteen century, was fundamentally challenged by the 

avant-garde movements at the beginning of the last century. Regardless 

erent ideological standpoints, artists of that time period 

shared a mutual desire to transgress the established division between 

artistic and other practices, which are commonly identified as non-

artistic ones. By believing that social life could be revolutionized through 

the arts, their goal was to build new societies (as artists), and thus, their 

aspirations were primarily political, as opposed to the ones immanent to 

the earlier period.

Hence, even though we are likely to think of the avant-garde 

movements in terms of their influence on contemporary forms of 

artistic expression, their main legacy lies within the assumption that 

artistic work could and should be a socially engaged one. Following 

these ideas, many artists throughout the twentieth century acted in-

between those domains of human activities or have transgressed their 

separation – from Piscator, Brecht, Eisenstein, all the way to radical 

practices of Tretyakov and Debord, or even Augusto Boal’s theatre of the 

oppressed . It has proven impossible to apprehend their poetics without 

taking into consideration their practical political implications. The 

paradigmatic example of such standpoint is probably the one of Debord. 

The international Situationist movement, which he was part of, was 

transformed from the artist collective in to a group that was agitating 

openly (Raunig, 2006).

11
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However, it would be naïve to assume that the project of arts 

autonomy has been apolitical one. If we were to focus on theatre and 

performing arts of the previous era, we would see that straightforward 

political questions were articulated differently within the so-called 

dramatic paradigm (Lehmann, 2004). According to French philosopher 

Ranciere (2005), the notion of fine arts that has been established 

throughout the modernity was interconnected with what he calls 

representative regime of identification of arts, due to which certain skills 

had been perceived as artistic ones in regards to one’s capacity (poetics) 

to mimic the world by creating analog visions (the principle of mimesis) 

of social order and its hierarchies. In that way not only that those 

abilities were valued differently, as opposed to expectations of practical 

application, but also they have been specifically situated among various 

social skills. 

Therefore, even those art pieces that do not appear as political 

could be understood as such on the basis of at least two possible sets 

of criteria. Firstly, they are symptomatic for the paradigm within which 

they occur (or according to which they are recognized and valued as art 

pieces), and the particular organization of social life. Furthermore, they 

impose the models of perception of reality, and therefore could be seen 

not only as artifacts but also as generators of ideology (Althusser, 2009). 

In other words, it is possible to think of (to interpret and evaluate) the 

classical works of art, whose content seems neutral in terms of social 

engagement, by considering their direct or indirect impact on the current 

ideological and political order.

This approach, and presumptions inherent to it, followed what is in 

theory of arts known as the first performative turn that took place at the 

beginning of the twentieth century (Fisher Lichte, 2009). The shift in 

the perception of the ancient world was carried out by those authors to 

whom we refer to as Cambridge school of social anthropology, i.e. so-

called Cambridge Ritualists (Milohnić, 2013). They inversed our 

12
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understanding of the relations between myth and ritual by implying that 

a myth should not been seen as fixed and prior to a ritual, but rather 

as constituted by it. While in the nineteen century it was assumed that 

a ritual illustrates, represents or performs myth, Cambridge Ritualists 

argued that myth is something variable, developed from and by a ritual 

as a sequence of firmly structured activities. Additionally, whereas 

believing in myths depends on human willingness, the participation in 

rituals is often seen as one’s social duty.

The change in the perception of ancient Greek culture, which 

resulted in theories of ritual origins and character of theatre, has 

according to Fischer Lichte indirectly created conditions for theatre 

studies to emerge; as a discipline which main object of interest was 

not drama (the play) anymore, but the act of performing instead. Thus, 

the ways in which we think of practices of enactment in the context of 

theatre and Artworld in general had been profoundly altered. Not only 

have they been perceived as constitutive for the meaning of certain 

artwork, but also the situation of experiencing it [the arts] has since 

then been understood as primarily social one. The meaning became 

something produced, rather than deciphered; the act of production 

a communal one, which as such relied both on performers and the 

audience.

This different standpoint has proven to be crucial for the 

theorization of those practices of neo avant-garde period, or more 

precisely the art scenes of the second half of the twentieth century. 

While the avant-garde movements, regardless of the direct and often 

bold critique of their heritage, exploited the modern ideas of the art’s 

distinct place and role within the social life to large extent, many artists 

from the seventies onward related to their work simply as to a social 

practice, in many ways equal to the other ones. In other words, despite 

many radical experiments with forms of artistic expressions, the avant-

garde idea of arts was still predominantly related to the notions of truth, 
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sense, etc. due to which the practices aimed at universality, whereas the later 

ones (even though influenced by them) dealt mainly with particular issues 

and therefore addressed those questions that directly involved them; the 

ones of Artworld politics – from gender, race or class-sensitive perspective, 

and other.

In order to better understand the dynamics of the theoretical thought 

in arts throughout the last century, we should take a closer look at another 

interesting shift that took place during the seventies with the so-called 

second performative turn; the change in the comprehension of the art piece 

as a form of appearance, i.e. the structured materiality of creative impulses, 

ideas, work and skillfulness on one side, and the experience of it on the 

other, has been quite distinctive in terms of classical and avant-garde arts. 

German art theorist Burger (1998) argues that the difference between the 

two strikes as primarily a formal one. The classical, i.e. organic art piece (as 

Burger names it) is characterized by its well-ordered totality, and thus, the 

dialectical relation between its parts and the whole, in a sense that the parts 

could not been properly considered regardless of the idea of the whole, and 

vice versa. On the other hand, the parts of the avant-garde art piece are 

more autonomous, and thus could be analyzed separately, especially those 

that we identify as political.

 Certainly, the distinctions among the two, which could be subject 

to formal theory, came as the result of different regimes; different sets of 

assumptions, beliefs and expectations invested into the Artworld by both 

artists and the audience. Still, Burger’s analysis leads to two noteworthy 

points. Firstly, in the context of the organic art piece, its politicalness 

actualizes itself mainly throughout its content, whereas in avant-garde arts 

even specific fragments could be perceived as political themselves, or more 

precisely, as concrete political instructions. The good example that combines 

these two principles, according to Burger, is the work of Bertold Brecht, 

whose plays aimed at political effects both in terms of their matter and 

forthright directions. 

14
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Another significant observation emphasizes the revival of the 

art piece, in terms of its status, within the neo avant-garde context. 

Interestingly, despite the radicalization of artistic practices that came 

along with the second performative turn and various live arts forms 

(performances, happenings, actions, etc.), the domain of artistic work 

has once again been excluded from the rest of social life, even though 

they became ever more alike. The artworks that resembled reality to 

its full extent (as for instance: “Shoot” by Chris Burden) or in some of 

their elements (the acts of plastic surgery in Orlan’s pieces), have been 

interpreted as performative – according to linguist John Austin’s speech 

act theory of performative utterances (Austin, 2004), and have a capacity 

to change the circumstances within which they are executed – but they 

have still been predominantly regarded to as to the works of art, not as to 

social, or for that matter, political actions.

Therefore, if we analyze the works of Burden, Orlan, and many 

others, although the political intention is indisputable, one could say 

that they revolutionized Artworld rather than the overall social life. 

This paradox is even more apparent due to the fact that these works 

are commonly interpreted as critical in relation to the context of their 

appearance, or more precisely, the growing influence of the market. 

For instance, Goldberg (2014, 2010) argues that Burden’s performance 

“Shoot”, which consisted only of the act of shooting the artist into his 

hand by his assistant, should be interpreted as the action of real violence 

that problematized the increasing obsession with guns, blood, and other, 

i.e. the aestheticized violence when it comes to the popular culture of the 

seventies, especially since the performance took place in the gallery in 

Los Angeles – the epicenter of USA’s dream factory. However, similarly to 

Burden, Orlan’s feminist critique has not challenged the industry of the 

so-called beauty products either, especially not to the extent to which it 

changed what was considered acceptable as an artwork.

15
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Nevertheless, the very emergence of live art forms is commonly 

conceptualized as artists attempt to act freely in regards to the 

imperatives of the market; since, at least during the second half of the 

last century, it meant that they have refocused from the production of 

objects to the articulation of concepts and practices that at such could 

have not been owned, or else, included into the processes of trade 

and consumption. However, due to the rise of the so-called cognitive 

capitalism, as some thinkers termed the present, the third phase of 

capitalism, where the accumulation is centered on immaterial assets 

(Moulier-Boutang, 2011; Peters & Bulut, 2011; Vuksanović, 2011); what 

was once (or should have been) the base for resistance became just 

another territory exploited by the global market. Thus, not only that 

the radical artistic neo avant-garde practices are being assimilated by 

the contemporary Artworld (which is today run according to the logic 

of trade), but also the domain of arts (expressions, performances and 

reception) has been overtaken by the so-called creative industries, 

whose ultimate goal is the accumulation of wealth.

In other words, regardless of the legacy and due to the permeability 

and flexibility of media founded capitalism, the avant-garde tendencies 

from the beginning and the second half of the last century have lost 

their critical potential, while the return to the idea of artistic field 

as to somehow autonomous one in the present context proves to be 

particularly benign since it encourages the production of art objects, 

which could and are treated as commodities.

Hence, contemporary artists and art theorists find themselves in 

a peculiar position. Due to the highly aestheticized simulation of social 

reality (Baudrillard, 2001), they can use their skills to enhance marketing 

tactics in the service of various industries and the profit itself, or act 

critically even if the models of doing so still seem unthinkable.
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Juxtaposition of two theoretical orientations can be traced through 

another major change at the end of twentieth century - the role of 

context has been shifted, slowly and progressively, so that context 

became differentia specifica of contemporary artistic practices. Even its 

conceptual definition has been re-thought.  

In the methodological framework of social art history, context is 

viewed as a set of realities, political, economic, cultural or social, that 

can affect the emerging of artwork (Hauser, 1951). It is defined as a 

plexus of external influences and forces, with default less importance 

than inner, transcendent quality that gives substantial value to art. 

As a confirmation of this view, series of studies in the field of social 

psychology of creativity validated empirically the hypothesis on 

contextual conditionality of creative process, mapping a number of 

factors that can affect the quality of outcome (Amabile, 1996; Andrews, 

1975; Colins & Amabile, 2005; etc). The negative effects of contextual 

factors that may limit or inhibit creativity were mainly analyzed. 

This way psychological studies have only underlined the traditional 

understanding of context as a set of external, threatening circumstances, 

from which the artist must be defended, or at least find a way to 

neutralize them in order to enable their own production. 

At the same time, the practices actually move to other direction: 

…context became a constituent part of artwork in late 20th and early 

21st century: what used to be considered external element – a group 

of circumstances, facts, objective conditions in which an artwork is 

made – has changed, expanded in such a way that it has become an 

integral part of thinking in art, which is not necessarily connected 

with a certain art procedure, medium or manner of expression. 

(Stanković, 2013: 5) 

Dialectics of contemporary practices, or:

Can we retain the value of art without excuses?
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Therefore, as an alternative to traditional and formalist views to 

context, as a set of stable, unchangeable and objective givens, the 

concept of fluid context is worth considering. Attribute fluid implies that 

context is based on a series of variable relationships and movements, 

and whose impact is inseparable from the artwork itself, during 

production, as well as during performing and reception: “Considering 

that context is a constituent part of artwork in modern production, 

contemporary art practices can be referred to as contextual practices.” 

(Stanković, 2013: 5). Still, the question remains:  are different practices, 

for instance bio political art or the ones based on re-contextualization1  - 

contextual in the same manner, when compared to the equally dominant 

performative practices based on the principles of participation?  

If at the end of the 20th and early 21st century the context became 

a topic of art theory and artistic practices, it is because it became 

the content of art work, its starting point and focus, an integral part 

of production and presentation. Furthermore, the artwork itself is 

equalized with its contextual positioning. However, not in the same 

way all contemporary practices use, assimilate or inspect context. Re-

contextualization and bio political art are focused on a critical reflection 

of specific phenomenon, inseparable from the context from which they 

emerged. Consequently, the artwork mainly keeps the confrontational 

and critical functions. The early representative cases of such practices 

in the region are performances and the media representations of Let 3 

and Laibach, which are analyzed in this publication (Kružić, 2016). On 

the other hand, the role of context in participatory art is completely 

different. The context is the field of intervention; dynamic set of 

18
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Duchamp, through works of Sherrie Levine and many others, as the examples of how 
context determines semantic scope of the artwork.



circumstances and relationships that could be changed by devised 

artistic techniques. Active participation deletes clear boundaries between 

author and audience, artistic and social activities, professional and 

amateur. The focus is also on emancipation, not of the context itself, but 

individuals, groups or communities, and their socio-political and personal 

empowerment. They are encouraged to engage in joint political actions.  

In the outcomes of re-contextualization and bio political approach, one 

could recognize that Artworld is revolutionizing itself, while the tendency 

in participatory practices is geared towards revolutionizing the social life 

through art. The old idea that theatre can change the world, after all, is 

still prominent among participatory practitioners. The techniques have 

been changed fundamentally, the artistic and social practices are merged, 

and consequently social changes are partially enabled by the principles of 

active participation.  An excellent example of how theatricals can intervene 

within repressive institutional structures is the project of ApsArt Centre 

for Theatre Research, an organization that has been working in prisons 

and with prisoners for years, using the techniques and methodological 

approach of Augusto Boal. The case study of project Prison Resort that is 

presented in this publication, shows how the participatory performative 

practice can affect systemic changes; when is that a theater becomes 

dangerous for the exponents of systemic repression; where the boundaries 

of art activism are (Jelić, 2016). Bringing the performative practice 

into educational system through the use of theater, drama and dance 

techniques, confirms the developmental potential of art as an accurate 

and reliable method for encouragement of critical thinking, as another 

author in this publication reminds us in reviewing the Freire`s approach 

(Freire, 2005a; Stojanović, 2016). Also, relations of performativity and 

cultural diversity, transformative and inclusive theatrical potential could be 

considered through the analysis of specially designed programs for work 

with vulnerable groups (Angelopoulos, 2016; Škorc, 2016), or by reviewing 

the development of unique concepts, such as Bitef Poliphony (Beljanski 

Ristić, 2016).
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According the number of projects implemented in the last decade, 

in the region of Western Balkans the participatory practices are mainly 

coming from non-institutional framework, although their influence is 

much wider. The structure and functions of theater institutions have 

been reconsidered or even questioned due to the variety and frequency 

of participatory models. Self-organized platforms of contemporaries 

involved in participatory practices have the impact indirectly to the 

explicit program policy of theatre institutions, as well as to their implicit 

cultural policy (Ljumović, 2016), or they problematize the ideological 

matrices that are imposed by the cultural institution (Pejović, 2016). 

With review of alternative institutional models that prefer development 

and strengthening of relations within the community, one can clearly 

recognize the socio-cultural implications of dynamic multilingual theater 

through the example of the National Theatre – Népszinház –KPGT, as 

well as the power of theatre to create the integrative cultural policy at 

the micro, meso and macro level (Jovanov, 2016). 

The impact of participatory models in a gradual, still modest 

changes of social, cultural, and aesthetic models are indisputable. 

Precisely, the political pretensions have proven relevant in gathering 

participatory performative practices under the umbrella of community 

theater. In spite of many remarks to its methodological inconsistency, 

Murray pointed out: “One could argue that community theatre is defined 

clearly enough in relation to its political aims […] it can only be truly 

recognized and appreciated in relation to what it aims to achieve; 

whether or not these aims are achievable“ (Murray, 2015: 19). 

The assumption of teleological causality of community theater takes 

us further towards new questions: Is the art in participatory performative 

practices reduced entirely to the level of technique, and instrumentalized 

for the sake of necessary social changes? Can similar tendency be 

identified in other practices such as re-contextualization and bio 

political art? To what extent are protagonists of contextual practices, 

by their critical and/or socially engaged approaches, looking for a 
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way to regain lost relevance and privileges that once belonged to art? 

Regardless of whether their motifs are personal or social, principle of utility 

seem to be prevalent, as a necessary condition that can justify the need for 

artistic expression. The art may exist either as a means of social change, or 

within the frame of critical reflection where its independent value is repealed.

In paper named Paying the Piper: The Problem with Community Theatre, 

the author noted that the term community theater: 

articulate its place within the current theatre ecology. Descriptions of 

practices which might have belonged within this category in the past have 

been sub-sumed into a number of taxonomic sub-sets within the more 

commonly used Applied Drama and Theatre (ADT). (Aita, 2016: 83 ) 

Therefore, the only relevant values of participatory art seem to be the 

usefulness and usability, and this standpoint equalizes the arts with services 

or crafts in the neoliberal concept of creative industries, which is designed to 

abundantly exploit all available and offered resources. Following the tendency 

related to Community Theatre in UK, Aita also emphasizes that the gradual 

removal of Community Theatre from the professional theatrical lexicon 

has, paradoxically, been accompanied by the appropriation of many of its 

defining characteristics by companies participating in events which ultimately 

contribute to the economic commoditization of mass culture. (Aita, 2016: 83) 

Unfortunately, the debate about social usefulness, appropriateness, or 

even necessity of participatory art gets easily reduced to simplification with 

pseudo-humanistic overtones. It seems easy to neglect specific threat that 

emerges from the teleological presumption of community theatre 

If theatre has been applied to the job of opening minds to new 

perspectives, to increasing self-esteem, to bringing together disparate 

communities, why should it not be used to produce restricted 

perspectives implying criticism of others, to reduce self-esteem and 

confidence with ideas, to divide and fragment established communities? 

(Ackroyd, 2000: 5, according Aita, 2016: 87) 
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Why should theatre not be used in the service of capital, 

mechanisms that supports it, or ideological matrices that enable its 

further enlargement? After the experiences with Agitprop, and less 

attractive Reichsfilmkammer, the question about utilization of arts seems 

relevant again, and one-sided interpretation is more than naïve. 

It should be taken into consideration that parameters for 

determining the degree and direction of social usefulness are 

dependent upon actual distribution of power. Hence, everything that 

aspires to be functional must possess a high degree of adaptability in 

order to respond to the expectations imposed by those from which it 

depends. This way, one could recognize the commodification of cultural 

practices; even those practices that pretend to be critical or socially 

engaged, as well as the ultimate reproduction of social relations, 

which contemporaries within the participatory performative and other 

contextual practices trying to change.

A delicate question is whether the participatory art practitioners 

in representing the model of utilitarianism actually accept and promote 

the value system in which art becomes irrelevant - there is no need 

for art, if it is not a medium or means to achieve remote and more 

important aims. The controversy is not a new one. It is present for 

decades within attempts to change the educational paradigm of Western 

societies. In the spirit of the Enlightenment, the goal is still a society 

of knowledge (although the question of what is the purpose of that 

knowledge rarely gets put forward) - society where the correct answers 

are expected; in which creativity can be used only as means to acquire 

other competencies, but not as one of the key competence that should 

be developed during education. In similar way, the art is supposed to 

serve something or someone, and only as such could exist. And should 

it even exist in a society of injustice and inequality if the artist does not 

identify completely with the worker, or if they do not become a defender 

of minority groups, disadvantaged and vulnerable?

22

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT



As previously mentioned, one of the key features of various 

contextual practices, which are particularly clear in community theater is 

the repeal of binary oppositions:  distinction of the performers and the 

audience, the artists and non-artists, "us" and "them ", private and public, 

even the borders of performing space, such as the one between the 

stage and the auditorium (or the stage and backstage, as the analogy 

of gap among the artists and workers, which serve art). The context 

of labor increasingly appears - labor in culture as much as labor in a 

factory. Labor conditions become a theme focus and starting point of 

critical exploration. The works are based completely on social practices, 

erasing the boundary between artistic and non-artistic registry. Process 

takes primacy over any kind of aestheticizing, while the product 

keeps its value as a document of the process. Certainly, condition of 

process emerges, not from methodological requirements only, but as an 

intentional response of art practitioners toward consumption culture and 

cognitive capitalism. 

However, the high level of social awareness and taking over the 

missing role of social consciousness, which is necessity without dispute, 

could in its extreme form unwittingly result in ultimate positioning 

and radical rhetoric. There is a risk of interpreting specific value of art 

from only one perspective: as a tendency for segregation, guarding 

of privileged position, effort towards the hierarchical organization of 

the world that represents and defends the capitalist achievements, 

i.e. reactionary attitude . Consequently, the identification with the 

disadvantaged groups, e.g. working class, is the only one possible, and 

conditioned somehow by the negation of art as a worth, a specific human 

activity. However, the questions are still open: Is negation of art registry 

necessary in order to create new social construct? Is that condition 

to establish close relations within community in service of collective 

resistance?
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"You are one of those little profiteers who goes to school to keep 

his hands clean," the man accuses the one of “The Dispossessed” in the 

novel of Ursula Le Guin (1974: 65). This is exactly the line that must 

be rebuttable. It is a matter of personal responsibility, accepted by the 

contemporary cultural worker - artist, or the individual who wishes to 

become one. However, what is overlooked in this path of identification 

is a loss of value; understanding the art, not solely as an expression, but 

as a complex, dynamic, symbolic interplay toward the creation of new 

realities.  

We can agree easily about urgency and necessity of participatory 

practices in the service of social changes, but simplification of arts 

and reduction to the level of expression do not have real grounding, 

if the social life in its desired, revolutionized form implies community 

of social justice and equal opportunities. Could we save all qualities 

inherent to art as a value in itself, even when sharing with others? Could 

we understand this value collectively; could we accept, divide, extend, 

re-discover it so that it really becomes a collective? If context has been 

targeted in contemporary artistic practices in a way of critical inquiry or 

intervention, we might allow the arts to emancipate within the context. 

We might allow the other to be worth of arts with all requirements of 

specific arts registry. The exclusivity of retrograde theatre practices 

might be replaced with inclusivity of performative acts, without reducing 

the scope of arts, their parameters, potentials and achievements. Finally, 

technocracy might be replaced, if privileged could give up the sense of 

guilt, and embrace the otherness in its full potential.

***

In regards to the dynamics of current international theater scene in 

all its richness, present tendencies and their theorizations, it might be 

necessary to approach theater arts both in terms of their actual social 

foundations and implications, as well as their capability to generate 
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ideas and perspectives that cannot be evaluated only as pleasure or 

applicability. As dialectical, this model of thinking up theater, seems 

theoretically and practically indispensable due to contemporary social life, 

which is in spite of its fluid character united under the principle of utility. 

By recognizing the context as such, within or beyond the theater works 

themselves, it becomes crucial not to find balance among the two, but to 

act critically while engendering actions and values that are not the ones 

imposed on us or recognized by the global market. In other words, due to 

the ongoing leveling of all skills and actions, ambiances and realities, with 

everyday practices, the recognition of other values (or even possibilities 

of such) affirms critical potential, even when (or especially when) it has 

been directed towards concrete problems. After all, in order to change the 

world, we must be able imagine it as different.
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Kroz teorijsku razmenu pretpostavki i pitanja između dva 

pozorišna praktičara i mislioca, razmatraju se problemi koji se odnose 

na mesto pozorišta i načine njegovog delovanja u okvirima društvenog 

života. Uz pregled dominantnih škola mišljenja i orijentacija koje su 

oblikovale zapadnu umetnost pozorišta i njoj srodne prakse, kao i njeno 

razumevanje od kraja devetnaestog, tokom dvadesetog i na početku 

ovog veka, posebna pažnja posvećena je promišljanju konteksta, 

odnosno različitih relacija koje se uspostavljaju između kontekstualnih 

prilika i izvođačkih umetnosti, njihovoj međuzavisnosti i ishodima. Od 

avangardne umetnosti, i u nju ugrađene ideje o revolucionarisanju 

društvenog života, preko neoavangarde i njenog preusmeravanja 

na politike sveta umetnosti, u tekstu se prate zaokreti koji vode 

ka savremenim praksama. Promena uloge konteksta u biopolitičkoj 

umetnosti, praksama zasnovanim na rekontekstualizaciji ili različitim 

participativnim modelima analizirana je uz osvrt  na aktuelnu utilitarnu 

paradigmu koja umnogome oblikuje pozorišno stvaralaštvo danas. 

Shodno tome, ovaj dijalog predstavlja pokušaj artikulacije teorijskih 

okvira za razumevanje karaktera, izazova i dometa savremenih 

institucionalnih i vaninstitucionalnih praksi, uz anticipaciju horizonta 

njihovog daljeg razvoja.

Ključne reči: pozorište, performativne prakse, kontekst, politika, 

participacija

Dijalog o zaokretima: 

od autonomije pozorišta do njegovog ukidanja

Dr Vlatko Ilić i dr Irena Ristić

Fakultet dramskih umetnosti, Univerzitet umetnosti u Beogradu
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This work considers body-matrix as a set of physical characteristics 

that have the function of the signifiers, and form the structure. It is a 

reference value of eligibility of the body in a culture, or an institution. 

The aim of this paper is to present the changes of the body-matrix, 

regarding the context in which specific theater and dance practice is 

implemented. The issue under consideration is how much a certain 

body-matrix supports the institution of theater and dance, and how 

does it happen that a matrix has subversive, deconstructing potential. 

The starting point for consideration is Hegel's postulate about the 

wholeness. For him, the truth is whole, without lack, deficit-less. In the 

theater, this postulate is applied in practice of "closed" form that Volker 

Klotz wrote about. The application of closed forms in the theater and 

dance led to "closed" body-matrix. On the other hand, the presence of 

various bodies in the public space is a threat to oppressive ideology that 

is trying to prevent any friction and tension. Body diversity revokes the 

reference body-matrix as the sole, and puts observers in an awkward 

position to notice the difference that brings tension. In a culture that 

is so anxious to control bodily functions and desires, "different" body 

(such as "disabled" or "transgender" body) immediately is positioned as 

a “deviant”. It reminds us of the vulnerability of the body, the inability 

of controlling, and the loss of certainty. The paper addresses the change 

from monolith, structured, to the rhizomatic body-matrix in dance, using 

examples from different dance practices.  

Keywords: body-matrix, dance practices, deconstruction, whole
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BODY MATRICES IN THEATRE AND DANCE INSTITUTION

That what is whole is what is true is one of Hegel’s basic postulates 

(Hegel, 1967). Respectively, what is complete to him is true. If something 

is whole, it hence has no flaws and therefore yearns for nothing. It is a 

calm in his narcissistic ideas about the world; it does not need others, 

and it does not lean towards them. If a system is set in that way, then 

there is no place for ecstasy. Lacan (1999) defined a subject as one that 

is ecstatic. They have to move from their position, to come forward to 

the Other, because the Other can provide the sense of wholeness. So, 

the subject is equally defined by what they have, as well as what they 

are missing. When it comes to psychoanalysis, an individual is a being 

with flaws, therefore in order to achieve being “whole” , they need to 

create the phantasm of fulfillment that can be accomplished by being at 

the same place as the Other. That is how one grows, but also alienates 

oneself. Through various processes of internalization and identification, 

with vertical and horizontal splitting, integration and sublimation, a 

complex structure is created.

At the same time, this is a dynamic configuration, which is never intercepted 

in time and space. The subject is hence inconsistent and subverted. From this 

discourse, one can observe that a phantasm is whole, which we need in order to 

achieve certainty and establish control. As a result of this phantasm the aim is 

preservation, not change. We cling to certainty and predictability. Volker Klotz 

(1995) knew this, when he wrote that closed drama forms have closed plots, 

and what makes them distinctive is unity and wholeness. Closed forms give a 

monolithic picture of the world. Closed forms drama text gives us predictability. 

The gun that appears in the first scene will surely go of at some point. There is 

nothing that stands out, which is not a part of the narrative; the story. Somebody 

always ends up winning, even if those are the “bad guys”. This way we present 

the idea that we know how things function in the world. It is a paradox that, 

to some degree, both Freud and Lacan influenced this. In his work on the 

interpretation of dreams, Freud defined the mechanism of the primary process 
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including - displacement, condensation, transforming thought into iconic, 

and so on. On the other hand, Lacan (1999) added to Ehrenzweig’s postulate 

that with careful observation we can see the structure of the unconscious 

(Ehrenzweig, 1971), considered that the unconscious has the structure of 

language. It seems that both postulates are remainings of the phantasm that 

wholeness can be ascertained; that the unconscious can be articulated. If 

not, then we need to bare the uncertainty of the unknown. And uncertainty 

awakens anxiety.

If a discourse of majority finds the wholeness as the phantasm that 

represents its position in the world, then agents of this discourse give 

themselves the right to determine, to a limit, to keep out and prohibit. Its 

organized world is maintained, regardless of victims. The body-matrix is 

one of its main tools. Body-matrix is a set of physical characteristics that 

have the function of the signifiers. It is a reference value of eligibility (of 

the body) in one culture. Culture forms them by the principal of logical 

syllogism. The matrix of a male body needs to have a certain proportion 

of height and weight, muscle mass, intellectual capabilities, sexual 

characteristics and reproduction potential, body speed and dexterity, and 

also good motor skills and senses (C). If X is the subject of the male sex (M), 

then consequently it has to have the stated characteristics (C). Respectively, 

if X is M, and M has C, then X has C. Otherwise, he is declared as a 

dysfunctional subject and is put into one of the categories of inadequacy. 

The matrix is therefore monolithic; it does not accept inconsistency. In 

that sense, the presence of different body-matrices in public space carries 

subversive potential.

The same comparing mode based on syllogism is used for debarring, 

e.g. LGBT body, or body of person with disability. We will soon see how the 

body-matrix of person with disability is conceptualized around the defects, 

precisely because it is compared with matrices that one society defines as 

standard. The following text will also provide ballet and dance examples - 

Sleeping Beauty, Trio A, and The Last Performance to discuss the position of 

body matrix within the institutions of ballet and dance.
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White ballet can be defined as the art of standardized theatrical 

behavior which is in relation with the libretto text and music (Cvejić, 

Marković, Matić, Mirković, Šuvaković, & Vujanović, 2002). Volynsky wrote 

that in ballet we resort to ancient Greek sculpture as the representative 

of the universal human body (Volynsky, 2008). Ballet is, therefore, a 

sculpture in movement, which needs to fulfill the requests of art of 

antiquity. Hence, aside from virtuosity, a specially postured vertical axe 

of the body is expected from a female dancer, which is actually the fruit 

of male phantasm (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983).  

A woman’s torso, like a flower’s stalk, is constantly bending and 

unbending. Her waist is dutifully sensitive to all winds. And all 

the other parts of her body participate in these tender, plantlike 

demonstrations. Woman is everywhere a plant — pliant, soft, 

trembling with excitement, and unable to be torn away from the 

ground. (Volynsky, 2000: 68)

In classical ballet, a plié represents this (plantlike) life of the female 

body. The body matrix of a female dancer must be based on verticality 

and possess special flexibility. A body is presented to the audience by 

systems of manipulation coming from the male performer. Different 

body proportions are placed in the shadowy part of the ballet field, the 

place where gender error is born. That is the case with the majority of 

“negative” characters in white ballet.

The ballet Sleeping Beauty was created in the late XIX century, when 

Ivan Vsevolozhsky, who wrote the libretto alongside Marius Alphonse 

Petipa, was appointed Director of the Russian Royal Theatres. He 

summoned Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky to compose music for the ballet. Like 

in many fairytales, the forces are at war; the ones which aim towards 

destruction and those which keep life going. The world, in this ballet, 

is split into the part which surrounds Princess Aurora and the fairy 

godmothers on one side, and the evil fairy Carabosse and her followers 

                                Ballet body - Sleeping Beauty /
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on the other side. At the celebration of Princess Aurora’s birth, the 

noblemen honor the princess with an “aristocratic posture, elegant, with 

stretched legs and torsos, straight backs, and gracefully rounded arms 

that open out to frame the face and body like flower petals” (Banes, 

1998). However, this heavenly picture showing harmony is violently 

ruined by Carabosse “the old, ugly, evil, hunchbacked fairy”, accompanied 

by monsters and rats. She breaks the body codes of the noblemen; her 

movements are sharp, straight, aching and grotesque (Banes, 1998). She 

shifts the boundary between female beauty and kindness (which the 

fairies and Aurora resemble), and power and control that is presented 

as ugly and evil. What is interesting is that the role of Carabosse was 

usually played by a man. Carabosse has the “wrong proportions”, above 

all gigantic hands. As opposed to the good fairy, who confidently 

maintains balance, whilst dancing on one leg, Carabosse walks with the 

help of a cane. She is a “category mistake”, created through violation 

of the gender boundaries by combining male and female aspects, and 

as such she could not have been appointed to a female performer. She 

had to be (because she violates the stereotypical image of a woman in 

bourgeois society) presented as evil.

The institution of ballet demands a certain body-matrix, just as 

the body-matrix of a female ballet dancer needs to maintain the ballet 

institution based on virtuosity and idealization. The idealization of the 

female body in ballet is based on what Levinson recognized as a matter 

of stepping out of reality. When a female dancer rises to a point, she 

steps out of everyday life and steps into an enchanted world; she loses 

herself in the ideal (Levinson & Ross Acocella, 1998). The body of a 

female dancer in ballet is transformed, invested into with narcissism, 

brought to (actually reduced to) the level of an ideal (in this case 

passive, ready for show, cleaned of everything inconsistent) object.
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We can see the change of the focal point from “virtuous” to other 

ways of existence on the stage in practices which developed under 

the influence of and at the same time as performance art . Bodies are 

not occupied with presenting something else or storytelling. These 

performances have an effect on reality because they interrupt its course. 

The performers do not present anything, they perform, and they do not 

act to be anybody, but are what they in every day sense (Vujanović, 

2004). Like in performance art , this is also the case in minimalistic, 

postmodern dance, which was developed in the Judson Church Theatre. 

Yvonne Reiner confronts the spectacle, virtuosity, style etc. with 

her dance and “NO manifesto”. In the work Trio A (1966), also known as 

Mind is a muscle , the dance is performed in silence, with no music; the 

only sound is created through the interaction between body and ground. 

Reiner (as well as others gathered for the Judson Church project) was 

influenced by John Cage. In the first version of this dance from 1966, 

Yvonne Reiner performed herself alongside Steve Paxton and David 

Gordon. Each of them started dancing at a slightly different time, so 

they (intentionally) never danced in unison. However, this was not 

canon dance either. Regardless of the fact that there was a very strict 

choreography, they had the task to “find moves within their bodies”, 

and therefore each of them would create their own tempo. In that way, 

every performer, male or female, would on occasion “enter” and “exit” 

the tempos of the others. There was no music to synchronize their 

moves. Ramsay Burt states that this was a challenge for him while he 

was watching Trio A. There were no clear directions regarding what the 

choreographer wanted to be the focus of audience’s attention. If your 

attention went from one performer to the other, you would very quickly 

get the feeling of being lost in what you see. The audience was put in 

the position of a self-conscious subject compared to the experience of 

watching and analyzing dance (Burt, 2006). In one version of this dance, 

The body of postmodern dance - Trio A 
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there were three female and in other three male performers dancing. Reiner 

performed a solo version in 1978, which was documented on video.

Regardless of the number of performers, the politics of movement 

was always the same. The body creates a different movement in every new 

moment and there is no continuity imperative. Pauses in movement are 

not thought up, they simply follow body logic. And a move is that which is 

possible, that can be created in a certain context, not that which is designed 

to create sensory impressions. It marks a return to decoded moves, moves 

which every living body can create and not a body disciplined to move 

according to the laws of techniques. Sigman stated that a female dancer in 

Trio A isolated one part of the body and moved another (e.g. made circular 

motions with her head whilst walking in a diagonal direction). It created the 

effect of many intertwined movements, isolated parts of the body with very 

little movement of the entire body (Sigman, 2002). One gets the impression 

that body in Yvonne Reiner’s work is not a given hierarchy. It is structured, 

partly around the intellect (the second title of the work is therefore 

understandable), but it is not given highest ranking to mind. Intellect is 

only added to the body-matrix of the performer. With that said, the form 

stops being monolithic and unambiguous. In addition, with the dancing body 

becoming every possible body, the postmodern dance body in a way seems 

to terminate the classification of the potentials of body-matrices, because 

in that case they do not become criteria for choosing a body for dance. The 

new body-matrix was in direct relation with the politics of movement and 

together they changed/improved the institution of dance itself.

The body of conceptual dance - 
The Last Performance / Le dernier spectacle

The Last Performance (Le dernier spectacle, 1998) was the third 

production by Jerome Bel. Even though he was recognized as a 

choreographer, in the last two performances (as Bel tells us in the movie 

Aldo Lee, created under the same name as the performance title, in 1999) 

there was not one “dance move”. As he himself wished to create dance, 

he planned to “steal” the dance of other choreographers and create his 

own show with that.  
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He actually wanted to perform intertextuality very specifically on stage 

by introducing dance quotations. He avoided quotations of authors 

who were no longer alive, because he did not want the performance to 

be viewed as giving honor to deceased choreographers, but to explore 

the issue of originality. He wished to quote the dance material that 

he himself liked and which he personally highly valued. After various 

reflections and attempts to get copyrights (Pina Bausch did not grant 

him the permission to use her solo from the performance Cafe Müler, 

for that purpose) his options came down to the solo of Suzanne Linke 

Wandlung (1978).

The dancers, amongst whom was also Bel, had the task to learn and 

perform this solo dance with the goal that it should be as identical, as 

possible, to the performance of Suzanne Linke. Before performing it, a 

dancer would approach the microphone dressed in a white dress just like 

the one Suzanne Linke wore for the performance of that solo dance, and 

present themself with: “Ich bin Suzanne Linke” (I am Suzanne Linke). If 

somebody who legally is not Suzanne Linke could put on a costume for 

Wandlung, present themselves as Suzanne Linke and perform her solo, 

then somebody could also be dressed as Jerome Bel and could say “Je 

suis Jérome Bel“. That is exactly what happened in the show. Later on, a 

body, which actually was Jerome Bel (in the same „costume“), said that 

he was Jerome Bel. The dancer also said: „I am Andre Agassi“ (dressed 

in a white sport suit, with a hat on their heads and a tennis racket), 

as well as „I am Hamlet“. Lepecki, quoting Berke, considered that by 

introducing Hamlet, Bel implied a modern monadically set subject, who 

was selfcentred, defined through bodily boundaries, related to that body 

by an isomorphism; a body which was considered a personal possession. 

This is also the subject that has its own biography, focused on personal 

secrets and private ghosts, with a responsibility towards the country, 

strictly binominal in the aspect of gender determination and tamed 

when it comes to channeling desires (Lepecki, 2006). If a subject, as 

stated by Althusser (2009), sumbitted themself to the State’s ideological 

aparatus, we can say that the subject (author), Bel recognized himself in 

the agent Suzanne Linke. Yet, in the performance he disintegrated the 
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Suzanne Linke as subject and therefore the very process of his monadic 

subjectivity. Bel also deconstructed a body-matrix and showed that it 

was neither monolithic nor linear in time; it was not even structured. 

A subject did not have its own unique material existence, and hence 

could not identify itself with a certain matrix. By repeating Wandlung, 

in which case different bodies performed it just like Suzanne Linke, it 

can be stated that [Suzanne Linke’s] body became rhizomatous. The 

effect of this work is rhizomatous; a work for which Jerome Bel was 

represented as the author. However, since authors were also Suzanne 

Linke, Andre Agassi etc., Jerome Bel was decomposed in a rhizamotous 

manner. Where minimalistic dance appeared with the declaration that a 

dancing body was every possible body, conceptual dance transcended 

further, completely erasing the boundaries between body and subject. 

The body (therefore the body-matrix as well) is a construct that can 

be manipulated by crossing all the boundaries of corporeality. If the 

boundary of the institution of dance exists by maintaining body-

matrices, then a matrix with no clear boundaries will result in erasing 

the boundary of the institution of dance itself. Hence, it comes as no 

surprise that conceptual dance has again raised the question of how 

we acknowledge something as dance and stipulated that dance is much 

more than what is often implied with this concept.  

The consequences or separation from Hegel

In the general emancipation of dance, an area where everyday bodies started 

appearing, space was made so that even people with disabilities could have a 

dance role. In the beginning there was “resistance”. Those eforts were a part of 

need to maintain the security of the well-know body image, in other words - that 

which is expected of a dancing body. Galler wrote that society creates the ideal 

of beauty, which is in its core repressive. It creates an ideal model of a physically 

perfect person who is not burdened with any weakness, loss or pain, which is 

actually the story of wholeness told in a diferent way. People with disabilities and 
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elderly people present a symbolic threat to us because they remind us 

of how that model, “the myth of a perfect body” hold very little ground. 

It is the presence of different bodies in public spaces that is a threat 

to oppressive ideology (Galler, 1984). Although, since modern dance, 

dancing body has been an untransformed body; the inability to match 

the body on a stage to a familiar model still brings forth uneasiness. 

That body puts us in the uncomfortable position of noticing a difference. 

In a culture that works so anxiously to control body functions, wishes 

and physical boundaries, “a body with invalidity” is immediately 

positioned as deviant (Cooper Albright, 1997). It reminds us of the 

vulnerability of bodies, the lack of control, the possibility of reaching 

the other side of the average. Klein (1983) would say that this happens 

when a connection with one’s inner un-whole, “damaged” objects is 

experienced, and it brings a lot of anxiety. To make it clear, that has 

nothing to do with the person on the stage, but with the projection of 

our psychological content. We would like to “get rid of” that in order to 

reduce anxiety and other unpleasant feelings. That is why we project it 

to people with disabilities. They are those who are “damaged”. That is 

why we want to send them to special schools, and all together isolate 

them. That is why, at first, we see a body which requires a wheelchair to 

move on a stage, we close the door to reception, with the aim to identify 

the body in the wheelchair as a body with disabilities; the source of 

awkwardness, fear or sentimentality and sympathy. Other artists, such 

as writers, musicians and painters with disabilities are easily accepted 

in society. But to be a dancer with disabilities seems as a “contradictory 

term”. That is because dancing makes the body visible. Companies such 

as CandoCo Dance Company, Dancing Wheels, Axis Dance Company etc. 

have significantly contributed to the improvement of dance by involving 

dancers with disabilities.  

The Group “Let’s…” created a performance “Hegel and the long 

list of deceptions” precisely as an attempt to address the concept of 

“wholeness”. An actress makes, during the performance, the matrix 

of Hegel’s body. Hegel's body is conceptualized from the ordinary 
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objects that are used on daily basis, like a mug, a coat hanger, or some 

vegetables. In a particular moment, Stojan Simić (dancer, deaf person) 

bites tomato that signifies Hegel's intellect, as an act of rebellion.

Performance challenges other systems that “promise” wholeness, 

such as religion (e.g. identifying with the Corpus Christi) or esthetic 

surgery (identifying with the “ideal body”), that have developed practices 

of body manipulation. Even the choreography can be assumed as the 

system of occupation of a body. In performance, dancers are labeled with 

numbers (from one to three), and they dance three routines (marked as 

A, B, C). The audience is invited to assign which dancer will dance what 

choreography (e.g. dancer 1 choreography B, and so on). So, body is forced 

to behave in accordance with the routine that is composed by someone 

outside. 

Performance also integrates the experiences of postmodern and 

conceptual dance and places them in the context of inclusion. After 

performing unison part with two other dancers, Nenad Galić (a wheel chair 

user), leaves the stage and a female dancer who presents herself as Nenad 

Galić takes his place. The same is done by the two remaining dancers and 

they start a unison trio. Through this, it is indicated that the body-matrix 

of Nenad Galić is a construct which can, as such, be disintegrated, taken 

over and inhabited. It is a topic for discussion whether the empirical body 

of Nenad Galić can be marked as a representative of the body-matrix of 

a person with a disability (which to begin with implies a lack of certain 

functions, and therefore those functions are in advance written off for 

subject X, respectively for Nenad Galić, as well). It is also a question for 

discussion whether the three bodies without disabilities, by taking over 

the body concept of the person with disability and forcefully their own 

empirical body with identifying it, completely deconstruct it. What is 

however clear is the need coming from both sides. Nenad Galić needs 

dancers in order to reconstruct his body-matrix as “a body with invalidity”, 

much like the dancers need Nenad Galić so the entire structure of the 

dance could have a meaning. During the performance, there is a constant 
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disintegration and creation of a circle, where “flaws” and the perception 

of the body are constantly being played with; the matrices are opened 

and they become dynamic concepts. The state in which flaws do not 

exist is trying to be avoided, because that state has no place for life in it. 

Thus, it becomes lost in the aforementioned, “Ganze”.
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Ovaj rad polazi od matrice tela kao skupa telesnih karakterisitka 

koji imaju funkciju označitelja, a koji u saodnosu tvore strukturu. Ona se 

postavlja kao referentna vrednost prihvatljivosti (tela) u nekoj kulturi 

ili nekoj instituciji. Cilj rada je da ukaže kako se ova matrica menja 

u zavisnosti od konteksta u kome se određena (pozorišna i plesna) 

praksa realizuje. Pitanje koja se razmatra je koliko određene matrice 

tela podržavaju instituciju pozorišta i plesa, kao i kako neke matrice 

tela postanu subverzivne, poprime dekonstruišući potencijal. Polazna 

tačka za razmatranje je Hegelova postavka o celini. Istina je za njega 

celo, nemanjkovito. U pozorištu se ova postavka primenjuje u okviru 

prakse „zatvorene“ dramske forme o kojoj piše Folker Kloc. Primena 

zatvorenih formi u pozorištu i plesu je nekada vodila i do „zatvorenih“ 

matrica tela. Sa druge strane, prisustvo različitih tela u javnom prostoru 

je pretnja opresivnoj ideologiji, koja sprečava bilo kakvo trenje, tenziju. 

Diverzivnost tela ukida referentnu matricu tela kao isključivu, a 

posmatrača stavlja u neprijatnu poziciju da primećuje razliku. U kulturi 

Zapada koja radi tako nervozno da kontroliše telesne funkcije i želje, 

„drugačije“ telo (kao što je „invalidno“ ili „transrodno“ telo) se odmah 

pozicionira kao „devijantno“. Ono nas podseća na povredljivost tela, 

na nemogućnost kontrole, na gubitak izvesnosti. Rad će na primerima 

različitih praksi ukazivati na promene od monolitnih, ka strukturisanim, 

do rizomskih matrica tela u plesu.

Ključne reči: matrica tela, plesne prakse, dekonstrukcija, celina

Kako matrice tela čuvaju i menjaju 

pozorišnu i plesnu instituciju?

Mr Marko Pejović

Grupa „Hajde da...“, Beograd, Srbija
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The subject of this research are socio-cultural implications of 

dynamic multilingual theater, at the meso (city) and macro (national) 

level, through the example of the National theatre of the city of Subotica, 

the so-called Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT . The paper will take 

a look into the context of the development of integrative cultural policy 

and affirmation of values of the Unified Yugoslav Cultural Space (concept 

that has established leaders of the movement and prominent Yugoslav 

theater artists: Ljubiša Ristić, Nada Kokotović, Rade Šerbedžija and 

Dušan Jovanović). The research objective is to prove that multilingual 

theater, in a precise form (as it was the concept of the Theatre City in 

Subotica) is a cross-cultural link and the kind of social value, which is 

encouraging intercultural dialogue and promoting cultural diversity; 

both at the micro (institutional) level, meso (city) and macro (national) 

level. Previously, there were case studies that analyzed paradigmatic 

projects implemented from 1985 to 1987. In this sense, research has been 

focused on the model of Subotica`s Theatre City (Madach, the comments 

project), as well as the Theatre City at the Palić Lake (Shakespeare Fest) , 

and YU Fest.

Keywords: multilingual theatre, Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT, 

Theatre City, cultural policy, cultural diversity.
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SOCIO-CULTURAL IMPLICATIONS OF MULTILINGUAL THEATRE 

As an immanent segment of national identity language is one of 

the fundamental instruments for creation and preservation boundaries 

between different ethnic collectives, thanks to the complementary 

functions of unification and demarcation. "As the most visible mark of 

a separate ethnicity, it simultaneously acts as an internal bond among 

members of a community and external separator in relation to other 

communities" (Bugarski, 2005: 71).

On the other hand, language can also represent a major 

intercultural link between different entities and individuals. In this case, 

we are talking about the principle of multilingualism, which implies 

the intersection, juxtaposition, interweaving of different linguistic 

particularities, representing the kind of social and cultural value, 

but only if it has a dynamic integrative character. Multilingualism is 

therefore "implementation of a policy of cultural diversity in the field of 

language, because it also affirms the right to be different and the right 

to communicate" (Stojković, 2002: 73). In addition to multi ethnicity, 

multi nationality, multi religiousness, it represents a particularly relevant 

indicator in the process of determining the value of cultural diversity and 

multicultural identity.

One of the goals of the usage of the principle of multilingualism in 

the theater is to connect the various cultural entities, primarily through 

the instruments of interethnic and international communication, which 

is one of the preconditions for creating dynamic multicultural theater. 

From this perspective, Patrice Pavis claims that in a multicultural theater 

is possible to achieve a crosswise influence between different ethnic 

and linguistic groups in a multicultural society, whose performances 

are utilizing several languages and intended for "bi" or "multi-" cultural 

audience, which emphasizes the dynamic character of theatre. "This 

sort of exchange is only possible when the political system in place 

recognizes, even only on paper, the existence of cultural and national 

communities and encourages their cooperation, without hiding behind 

the shibboleth of national identity" (Pavis, 1996: 8).
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Multilingual theatre seeks to mitigate the cultural dichotomies, 

agitating against the closure of cultural particularities into the 

national ghettos, and demystify the issue of "our" and "other" cultures. 

In the theater, multilingualism is naturally transferred on the level 

of intercultural dialogue, which is defined as "a process of open and 

respectful exchange of opinions and interaction of individuals, groups 

or organizations with different cultural backgrounds" (Trozbi, 2012). The 

expected result of the principle of multilingualism implementation in the 

theater refers to the strengthening of social values such as tolerance, 

trust, reconciliation, cooperation, solidarity, right to be different, multi 

and inter culturing and so on, whose implicitly leads to the increase of 

socio-cultural capital2 and the creation of civil society.

This study should enable a deeper understanding of the socio-

cultural and political role of multilingual theater in a turbulent 

circumstances, relying on the experience of the exemplary Yugoslav 

performances and festivals. The intention, therefore, is to prove that 

multilingual theater, in a clearly defined form or model, is an immanent 

"tool" of integrative cultural policy, which promotes and induces 

intercultural relations. 

Case studies are tendentiously chosen, as they demonstrate the 

generated values and socio-cultural impact of the multilingual theater 

at the micro (institutional), meso (city) and macro (national) level. 

The research is oriented towards projects that have been realized in 

the timeframe of 1985 to 1987 in the former Yugoslavia, in a period of 

overall crisis of economic and political system in the country, which 

implicitly had encouraged social crisis. Disintegration processes within 

the country have contributed to the loss of identity, both in political and 

in socio-cultural terms. The fragmentation of the state was fostered by 

strengthening of the particular national identities, which became the
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 dominant paradigm of living in subsequent years. The fission of the 

Yugoslav semi sphere particularly came to the fore in the field of culture, 

which included: 

separation and artificial differentiation of Croatian and Serbian 

language, insistence on their own alphabets, incarceration into the 

circle of their own language (Slovenia) at the cost of tearing cultural 

ties with the majority part of the population, and the revision of 

joint education programs in order to give preference to national 

contents. (Golubović, 2007: 458)

In accordance with aforementioned cultural and political 

circumstances in the country, the focus of this research is on projects 

of the Theater City of Subotica, primarily on the show Madach, the 

comments, which was the inaugural play of the new cultural policy of 

Subotica. Second case study is the Theatre City project that took place in 

the complex of the Palić Lake, namely Shakespeare fest, as an exemplary 

case of spreading the radius of cultural activities from the center to the 

periphery of the urban environment. And the last research study is a 

great festival network, so called YU fest, which in the initial years has 

connected 18 cities, through the concept of Theatre City, and generated 

various socio-cultural values at the macro level, actively advocating for 

the concept of a Unified Yugoslav Cultural Space. Development of these 

cultural initiatives is observed as a bottom-up approach to cultural 

policy-making; from institution to the city; from the city to the wider 

environment; from the wider environment to the state. The common 

denominator of all the projects is Ljubiša Ristić, with his cultural and 

political movement and theatrical troupe KPGT (Kazalište Pozorište 

Gledališče Teatar), that gave special contribution to the Yugoslav 

postmodern theatre, alternative scene, the aesthetics of the New 

Baroque, ambient theater and even the development of concept of the 

Theatre City, actively advocating for the integration of Yugoslav cultural 

space through artistic activism, and represeting a kind of sociocultural 

"glue" from the civil society. The troup was founded in 1977, when a 

group of like-minded individuals gathered around the staging of the 
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the play "Liberation of Skopje". The movement was guided by the artistic 

idea, socio-cultural and political vision and an authentic aesthetics of 

its original creator, director Ljubiša Ristić, who set framework for the 

concept of Unified Yugoslav Cultural Space, that propagated the multi 

ethnicity, multi religiousness and multilingualism, thus establishing a 

dynamic relationship between different cultural groups, and insisting on 

positive discrimination, cultural diffusion and decentralization.

Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT

Speaking about the city of Subotica (Republic of Serbia, former 

Yugoslavia) in the "seventies", interviewees agreed that cultural life and 

artistic production and creativity were repressed by institutionalizing 

and closing culture into special-purpose public fascilities. It could 

be said that the culture of the city was in complete atrophy, and the 

theater was at the margin of the society. Narodno pozorište-Népszinház 

was dysfunctional, inefficient and sluggish. With the divided Drama 

into Hungarian and Serbo-Croatian ensemble, this theatre precisely 

reflected the national segregation of the town, which was also a kind 

of anticipation of the cultural political system in the country, that 

was slowly falling apart on a national basis. At that time, Subotica`s 

theatre was a social, cultural and financial burden, which could not 

justify its purpose in its existing condition. In accordance with the new 

requirements of the local cultural policy, which among other things 

meant the integration of urban population of different cultural and social 

backgrounds, previous mode of functioning of the Narodno pozorište-

Népszinház was unacceptable. The alternative was to close the theater 

or to radically change it.

With the appointment of Ljubiša Ristić, the leader of cultural-

political movement KPGT, on the position of the Narodno pozorište-

Népszinház’s manager, in 1985 significant changes were made at the 

organizational, aesthetic, cultural and political level. New system 

solutions were implemented. Ristić and Nada Kokotović started the 
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process of raising the capacity of this institution and its systemic 

changes. The vision was to form such a theater that could be a cultural 

impetus to the overall development and revitalization of the city, so 

that Subotica could become one of the leading centers of theatrical and 

cultural life; not only in the country but in the region, and beyond.

So, the public was introduced to a seven-year development strategy 

for the theater and the general cultural revival of the city of Subotica. 

The most relevant changes in the context of this study were as follows:

 1. Creation of a single drama ensemble, regardless of their national 

or language affiliation, in order to make Narodno pozorište-Népszinház 

a major value stencil of the city that would promote togetherness, 

generate unified audience and unite the urban population. Previous 

divisions along national lines in Serbo-Croatian and Hungarian drama 

involved the separate ensembles, artistic leaderships and national 

repertoires, that operated completely autonomously in relation one to 

another, without interaction and interpenetration. Credo of the new 

concept was "to live with each other, not next to each other". The new 

manager added even the new suffix, KPGT, in the name of the Narodno 

pozorište-Népszinház, composed of the initials of the word "theater" 

on different languages of Yugoslav cultural space Kazalište Pozorište 

Gledališče Teatar, alluding on multilingual principle of future projects.

2. The concept of Theatre City was presented, that offered an 

entirely new vision of the place and its theater, exploring the ambience 

potentials of Subotica, in order to achieve not only the theatrical-

aesthetic, but also social and cultural objectives. The new concept 

included the linking of various resources with aim of achieving the 

multiplier effects; increase in participation and cohesion of the 

population, as well as establishment of new activities production at the 

local heritage, or reanimation of existing, neglected, material heritage 

for new purposes, either for art, theatre, and so on. The result was a 

transformation of urban space into a unique theater.
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Madach, the comments

The performance, which inaugurated a new cultural policy of 

Subotica, as well as the concept of the Theatre City, was Madach, the 

comments, created on the ground of the epic drama The human tragedy 

(Az ember tragédiája in 1861) by Hungarian writer Imre Madách, directed 

by Ljubiša Ristić and Nada Kokotović, associates directors Želimir Žilnik 

and Dragan Živadinov, and playwrights Dragan Klaić and Laslo Vegel.

The performance Madach, the comments was particularly important 

in linguistic-cultural contexts3, because it established a kind of linguistic 

dynamic. With the dominance of the Hungarian language during the 

play, the performers on stage spoke and sang on other Yugoslav and 

European languages as well, regardless of their language affiliation. In 

this regard, playwright Laslo Vegel for the purposes of this research 

emphasized the value of a multilingual creative process of Subotica `s 

"new" theater: 

If performers speaks Serbian as well as Hungarian language on 

theatre stage, it means that they are both recognized, existing 

legitimate languages, that they are equal, also on artistic level 

[...] His [Ristić`s] theater was more bilingual than the Vojvodina 

parliament (Vegel, transcript of the interview, January 2014)

Articles in the publication Madach, the comments, as well as 

subsequent catalogs, were printed in Serbo-Croatian, Hungarian 

and English. The intention of the director was to promote dynamical 

linguistic pluralism, both of the town and the state.

This linguistic concept is particularly relevant for the multicultural 

environments, such as Subotica, because the language takes an 
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important place in the process of construction, destruction and 

reconstruction of the identity of a particular community. For its 

survival, objective linguistic differences are not crucial as far as attitude 

towards them and so the question imposes itself: are we observing this 

phenomenon as "trenches" or "bridges"? From this point of view, the 

principle of linguistic bridging, through a multilingual creativity, is the 

indispensable value of bridging social capital4.

The linguistic tolerance in Madach, the comments was manifested on 
two levels:

1. International, through the recognition of the existence and dignity 
of the large number of languages in the world, without prejudice toward 
smaller communities at a lower degree of civilization's development 

(Bugarski, 2005). 

2. Intergroup, through the acceptance of equality and the value of 
linguistic resources inherent to certain ethnic, religious and other groups 

in the same territory (Ibid).

Promoting national, religious, linguistic, musical diversity, and 

stressing cultural peculiarities (in the form of traditions, customs, 
costumes, etc.), play Madach, the comments integrated the particular 
identities within the socio-cultural space

5
 of Subotica, and Yugoslavia, 

aiming to build a pluralistic identity. Therefore, Madach, the comments 

is practice of difference, which implicitly leads to a cultural pluralism, 

"because in diverse societies it is essential to ensure harmonious 
interaction among people and groups with different dynamic cultural 

identities, as well as their willingness to live together" (Đukić, 2010: 60). 
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parts of society, forcing a general trust and reciprocity (Putnam 2000: 22-24). Social capital 
includes networks that go beyond, transcend, bridge existing social and ethnic rifts. It is 
characterized by a heterogeneous group, and essentially represents a horizontal metaphor. 
Relationships stretch beyond a common sense of identity. "Reciprocity is in heterophilic 

53).
5  From the cognitive point of view, socio-cultural space is a topological model of horizontal 
type, i.e. the social space, which, according to Andrea Semprini (1999: 100) is seen as a flat 
surface, space with uncertain boundaries and vague (undetermined) content, which has no 
territorial character.



Shakespeare Fest

After the success of Madach, the comments and number of premieres 

and performances from country and abroad, with the support of the local 

government of Subotica Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT made a 

decision, which implied that the second phase of the Theater City concept 

should be realized in complex of the Palić Lake as a summer festival, in 

a process of theatralization of the wider surrounding area of city, thus 

pretending to be an additional cohesive factor in the place. Especially 

because "theater has a distinct power to initiate contact between different 

cultures and identities" (Đukić, 2005: 115).

During the summer of 1986, Shakespeare fest was organized as an 

essential need to ensure projected repertoire profile, and to incorporate in 

theatre foundations a world classic, whose value is universal and modernity 

still unsurpassed. Within this festival, six premieres of cultish Shakespeare's 

tragedies were produced and performed by the National theatre of the City 

of Subotica: Titus Andronicus, Richard the Third, Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, 

Julius Caesar, and Borges's essay on Shakespeare - Everything and nothing. 

Socio-cultural value of this project was, among other things, the 

fact that Shakespeare fest was a gathering place for artists from all over 

Yugoslavia. "Breaking the municipal, provincial and national boundaries, 

at least when it comes to theatrical art, Subotica attracted attention to 

its residents and their preference to live common lives with each other" 

(Lakićević, 1986)

During the two-month work, Palić Lake turned into a Shakespearean 

workshop, which brought together the audience and hired artists, creators 

and cultural workers from all over Yugoslavia; different national, ethnic and 

religious affiliation.

In "Babel" linguistic diversity, the plays were performed in all languages, 

which were understood and spoken by theater ensemble and Subotica’s 

audience. This meant that the actors spoke and sang in various Yugoslav 

languages, or dialects and language varieties, as well as in Hungarian 

language. Subotica`s newspapers pointed out that one of the values of 
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Shakespeare Fest, and total change in the Subotica’s theater life during 1985 

and 1986, was the principle of multilingualism, i.e. breaking language barriers 

(S.D.,1986). During, two theater seasons, Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT 

carried out a total of 46 premieres in variety of languages (out of which 

thirteen exclusively in Hungarian, and fourteen in Serbo-Croatian language, 

while the other plays, mixes of two mentioned languages, were performed in 

Albanian, Roma, Slovenian, Macedonian, with insertion of German, French, 

English and Spanish). 

Commenting on the Shakespeare Fest, Borka Pavićević characterized this 

project as an extraterritorial area, saying that theatre was presented with two 

options: to remain silent or to speak all languages (Pavićević, 1986). In this 

regard, she pointed out one important observation on a multilingual principle 

of a new theater:

I look at colleague Andras Forgac, as he translated from Hungarian 

into German language for Janez Pipan the critique from Mađarsoa 

paper, and then the Janez who understood it. (...) ‘The man has no 

language, he is the language’ – individual’s humanity is define by how 

much they communicate. Some time in the future, we will be looking 

back at Shakespeare Fest 1986 and Shakespeare's tragedies, and their 

consequences. Mythical. (Pavićević, 1986: 107)

Dragan Klaić, in his book Theatre of differences (1989), pointed out 

that the arrival of KPGT in Subotica a compact ensemble was created. All 

its resources were at service for the repertoire, regardless of language. 

Often mystified bilingualism, according to his statements, as a problem was 

something that they practically overcame in the preparation and performing 

work, during rehearsals and performances. It has, according to Klaić, stopped 

being a problem and has become a natural mode of communication, just as it 

existed in reality of the city, in the streets, in bars and shops, in meetings, in 

factories and offices, and in a large number of families.

Palić, thanks to Shakespeare Fest was re-evaluated in accordance 

to active policies of the cultural diversity development, both in terms of 

heritage and in terms of contemporary art production. From the standpoint 

of event management, we can conclude that this festival was implicitly
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 promoting non-material heritage, thus making it an intangible cultural 

value. "During this cultural event, multilingualism and diversity were 

used as an advantage, privilege, basis that should be exploited, because 

only in this way it is possible to transcend mediocrity, self-satisfaction 

and understanding that we are sufficient to ourselves" (Lakićević, 1986). 

While preserving the cultural particularities, the affirmation of co-

existence at Subotica`s Palić Lake was reminiscent of the "salad bowl", 

"botanical garden", or "mosaic" metaphor.

Theatre City in Palić is a paradigmatic case, showing how the idea of 

participation and the availability of high culture can be translated into 

postmodern idea concerning cultural diversity, which breaks the border 

between elite and popular culture; "high and low" art, Serbo-Croatian 

and Hungarian audience. Thus, creating conditions for access of broader 

stratas of the population to cultural and artistic life of the community, 

with the aim of integrating of different cultural and social groups, while 

affirming peaceful inter-ethnic relations in a multicultural society. From 

the standpoint of contemporary cultural politics, Shakespeare Fest has 

implemented a policy of cultural pluralism, because it sought to ensure 

harmonious interaction between people and groups, and to create a 

dynamic socio-cultural environment which affirmed unity of different 

cultural and social groups. Such respect of multicultural essence of 

community, according to Vesna Đukić (2010), is the main indicator of 

community development.

By recognizing and postulating diversities of the place, Shakespeare 

Fest has generated dynamically open space for evaluation of fruitful 

dialogue on the basis of differences, which was reflected in its didactic, 

socio-cultural, ethical and aesthetic values. Accordingly, meetings and 

convergences about the cultural and linguistic field, with great respect 

for the "otherness" and interest to meet "others" as much as possible, 

as German sociologist Walter Bal suggested, are implying cultural 

communication between the different entities, during which everybody is 

able to preserve their own identity (Buehl, in Božović, 2003).
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In this regard, the Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT, along with 

the project of Theater City has practically developed institutionalized 

and effective dialogue, that has strengthened the role of the theater, as 

the city's main cultural institutions in the process of local community 

development by improving inter-ethnic international relations.

YU fest

In response to the growing socio-cultural and political crisis in the 

former Yugoslavia, cultural and political movement KPGT has reached 

for the new stimulating instruments in the fight for the concept of a 

Unified Yugoslav Cultural Space. In the absence of a coherent model 

for the further development of the Yugoslav society, the leaders of the 

movement have decided to launch an even stronger cultural initiative 

related to horizontal linking of the population of the former Yugoslavia 

at the macro level, thus creating so-called horizontal institutions. Using 

a strategy of networking of Yugoslav cities, the intention was to create 

a favorable social environment for the comprehensive development 

of values such as togetherness, multi nationalism, multilingualism, 

tolerance and so on, which implicitly supposed to provide fertilization 

of "bridging social capital". Connecting cities in a socio-cultural context 

at that moment was a crucial issue, not only for local, but also national 

authorities. 

It is a campaign for the integrated Yugoslav cultural space, the 

ground of KPGT`s cultural and political program conducted in 

the last minute against the appropriations and the monopoly of 

party leaderships of the Yugoslav federal units, which at that time 

considerably instrumentalized cultural infrastructure, took over and 

isolated it from the rest of the country" (Klaić, 2006: 19). 

Within YU Fest, summer festivals such as Budva Theatre City and 

Kotor Art were founded as production centers in the largest theater 

network in this region. Their creators were also Ljubiša Ristić and Nada 

Kokotović. The performances were prepared in Subotica and Kotor, 
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after which premieres were "rotated" between these two cities, and then 

carried out within Budva Theatre City, after which they were distributed 

throughout Yugoslavia. YU Fest has provided the dispersion of performances 

across the country. Festival diffusion was intense and very comprehensive. 

YU Fest was designed as an open network system, with the intention of 

inclusion of a growing number of cities, theaters, theater companies, cultural 

institutions and artists; by applying the strategy of linking or networking. 

With its conception, the festival has expressed socialist togetherness, 

as a projection of the desired Yugoslav lifestyle, while promoting a linguistic 

specificities of the country. The cultural value of YU Fest was actually the 

interpenetration of authentic cultural, and among other things, linguistic 

values of different national and ethnic groups ("nations and nationalities") of 

former Yugoslavia, as well as authentic aesthetic expressions. Festival could 

be characterized as a "Morin`s complex" (Morin, 1989) that was able to link 

greatest cultural and linguistic diversities of Yugoslavia, juxtaposing different 

cultural expressions. Standpoint that was inherent to the festival at that time 

was that Europe was characterized as "culture of cultures".

While "performing" in different languages of "nations and nationalities" 

and linguistic varieties from the territory of the former Yugoslavia, YU 

Fest was anticipating everyday language of society, thus creating a kind of 

polyglot semi sphere. During the plays, performers were acting and singing 

in Serbo-Croatian, Macedonian, Slovenian, Hungarian, Albanian, Roma and 

other languages. With their precise concepts, directors transmitted the 

message that a theater does not have to communicate with the audience 

exclusively in the native (speaking) language of environment in which 

the play is performed. For example, remarkable actress Draga Potočnjak 

in the role of Jocasta (Theban Tragedy) performed in her mother tongue, 

Slovenian, while all the other actors were speaking the verses of Sophocles 

translated into Romani. Canadian actress Jennifer Gareth spoke the lines of 

Elektra in English, and other actors from the show who interpreted Orestes 

(Robert Kolar), Clytemnestra (Ištvan Lalić) and Aegisthus (Radoje Čupić), 

were speaking in various dialects of Serbo-Croatian language. "But what 

was common to them was the 'language of the theater' and therefore both 
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performances managed to establish extraordinarily good communication 

with Budva’s audience on a new stage space of Citadela fortress " 

(Đurković, 1987).

Performances of Shakespeare Fest and Moliere Fest also indirectly 

emphasized linguistic diversity of Yugoslavia, treating it as a sort of 

cultural richness and intangible cultural capital of the state. According 

to Helen Hermas, many projects through the development of language 

are generating non-formal educational value (Jermyn, 2001: 15), which 

is a prerequisite for the formation of intellectual (human) capital. In 

Subotica, particular attention was directed to the fact that actors of 

Serbian or Croatian nationality should speak both their "mother tongue" 

and Hungarian language, and vice versa. For example, much of the Don 

Juan play was performed in a Croatian language (at that time dialect). 

The character of Elvira (actress Gabrielle Jonas) has been interpreted 

both in Croatian and Hungarian, and "people" from the play were largely 

speaking in a non-existent language - a derivative of the modern Greek 

language, that was actually the director's "lingua franca", which in 

essence was incomprehensive.

In an interview for Radio TV show, the Hungarian actress Gabrielle 

Jonas described the importance of multilingual theater for her personal 

development:

After twelve years of work, when Ljubiša Ristić arrived in Subotica, 

I played my first show in Serbo-Croatian. What a thrill! (...) So far 

I've played around a hundred performances in Serbian! It is not a 

small number. That is not a small number - what do you think? Okay 

pronunciation, I can learn pronunciation. So what if you can hear 

Hungarian accent. But opinion. How can I change my thoughts? 

How not to think in Hungarian, but in the Serbian, while playing in 

Serbian? And now it's working. Now when I play in Serbian, I think in 

Serbian. It's that my greatest success. (Jonas, in Grubač, 1989)

According to Ljubiša Ristić, one of the goals of KPGT was to reduce 

a "terror language" to a natural, human one that appears in everyday life, 

taking care of the continuity of presence of the national heritage and 
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culture that that particular language carries. Therefore, the goal was to 

create a "Yugoslav theater that will utilize the language of everyday life" 

(Ristić, 1986: 28). This statement is in accordance with popular belief that 

"living theater art" has the ultimate goal to come closer to the reality and its 

essence.

Analogously, a journalist Vesna Kesić (1987), defined YU Fest as a 

"Babylonian" creation of languages, cultures, temperaments, outlooks and 

dialects, the richness of diversity, describing it as the optimal projection 

of Yugoslavia "in miniature", however, still mobile, and all this with an 

extra cohesive element - living sensory practice of theater, in which each 

individuality has a chance to come to the fore. 

On November 23, 1987 at the annual meeting of Subotica`s Section for 

Culture, the conclusion was that the Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT 

managed to satisfy needs of theatrical activities in the languages of "nations 

and nationalities" in the city, and that it has contributed to the affirmation of 

performing culture of Hungarians in the wider Yugoslav space. 

Efforts of KPGT to expand the culture of dialogue, achieved in daily 

communication in Subotica and built into the daily rhythm of theater, on the 

macro federal level and to develop it as a great Yugoslav theater dialogue 

through YU Fest, resulted in increase of the socio-cultural space radius. As 

such, YU Fest was communication between different national, ethnic and 

linguistic semi spheres, noting their dialog potential, creating a symbolic and 

creative intercultural system. Through dialogue, the festival has enabled the 

exchange of values, artistic achievements, aesthetic trends and principles.

Conclusion

 

In the process of creating value of cultural diversity, Narodno pozorište-

Nepszinhaz-KPGT was paying special attention to the language issue, 

especially as the "language is not only an instrument of interaction with 

others, from the perspective of individual, but also necessary for the 

formation of their own subjective experiences" (Stojković, 1993: 31), which 

makes it one of the key elements in the process of enculturation.
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From the perspective of symbolic domination, Pierre Bourdieu observes 

language as a means of power and indicates the possibility of its 

influence on society, "with the words, commands or passwords" because 

language, in addition to communication has a symbolic power: "the 

statements are not only (except in rare cases) means that need to be 

understood or deciphered; they are signs of wealth that should be 

evaluated and appreciated, and signs of authority which should be 

trusted and to whom we should obey" (Bourdieu, 1982). 

Language is one of the most powerful tools through which we are 

performing individual and cultural identification of the personality with 

the specific environment (although this element is quite contradictory). 

The problem is that the language is more unifying under the influence 

of means of mass communication. This is another reason for the 

establishment of a model that insists on a multilingual principle and 

preservation of linguistic diversity. This is especially true in multilingual 

environments, where there are no such languages, but two or more of 

them, and where, according to Bugarski (2005: 75), collective identity in 

this field is reflected in a multilingual manner. Hence the need to create 

models that would be functional, not only because it would facilitate 

communication among diverse social groups, but also because it would 

constitute the basis for true convergence and consolidation of isolated 

societies in a comprehensive, truly humane society, that is based on 

philanthropic grounds.

In the abundance and beauty of language, in the language creativity, 

the whole thoughtful and emotional world of the Narodno pozorište-

Népszinház-KPGT and authentic idea of the Theatre City was reflected. 

In the postmodern notions of art, language of society is becoming the 

dominant paradigm. Multilingualism in the context of this concept 

serves as a tool of connection, mediation and integration, creating 

bridging social capital. Language thus determines intercultural relations 

in the community, it becomes a constitutive, an essential factor in the 

production of value, meaning and knowledge. Relying on a modern socio-

linguistic theory of Ranko Bugarski (2009: 13), and experience of the 
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analyzed case studies, Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT represents 

genuine European interactive linguistic type, which involves interplay 

or cooperation of speakers of different languages on an equal basis, 

opposite to the comparative existence of the linguistic particularities.

As such, the National theatre of the city of Subotica was largely representing 

a supranational model which, accompanied by a set of appropriate values, 

seeks to combine the national and European identities of citizens, gathered 

in a dynamic socio-cultural space; on mutually enriching rather than mutually 

exclusive ways. Given that "Europe is no longer self-sufficient collection of 

languages, but also a complex and interactive communication space, strongly 

marked both with societal and individual multilingualism" (Bugarski, 2010), 

the multilingual character of the Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT and 

the concept of Theatre City, which had established Ljubiša Ristić and Nada 

Kokotović as leaders of cultural and political movement KPGT, is one in series 

of social and cultural models. They allow the realization of the vision of a 

future Europe, not only as an economic, but also an authentic and cultural 

community, which formally seeks to support multilingualism of European 

citizens in an organized and institutional way. 

 "With multilingualism also goes multiculturalism, and individuals 

may belong to distinct cultural groups, sharing their identity and their 

affinities between them" (Bugarski, 2005: 75). However, the very existence 

of multicultural communities, as well as the coexistence of different cultures, 

do not necessarily imply a productive intercultural communication. Such 

communication exists only when different cultures transfer their mutual 

influence on each other regarding diffusion and intersection of cultural 

elements and styles. In that sense, multiculturalism is a living space for 

cultural interaction, especially in multinational state. Dynamic models have 

the role of encouraging dynamism or permeation in these areas. The Narodno 

pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT implied juxtaposition of different cultures in a 

complex communicative space. Theatre thus becomes absolutely privileged 

medium used to generate and communicate cultural meanings, but also 

an asset through which individuals form knowledge of themselves and the 

society.

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

60



SOCIO-CULTURAL IMPLICATIONS OF MULTILINGUAL THEATRE 

References

Bourdieu, P. (1982). Ce que parler veut dire. L’économie des échanges 

linguistique, Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard. 

Bugarski, R. (2005). Jezik i kultura, Beograd: Biblioteka XX vek.

Bugarski, R. (2009). Evropa u jeziku, Beograd: Biblioteka XX vek.

Bugarski, R. (2010). Jezik i identitet, Beograd: Biblioteka XX vek. 

Đukic, V. (2009). Država i kultura: studije savremene kulturne politike, 

Beograd: Institut za pozorište, film, radio i televiziju, Fakultet 

dramskih umetnosti.

Đukic, V. (2005). Kulturni turizam, Beograd: Clio.

Đurkovic, Lj. (1987, July 18). Stari Grci u novom ruhu, Pobjeda.

Golubović, Z. (2007). Savremeno jugoslovensko društvo, Beograd: 

Službeni glasnik.

Jermyn, H. (2001). The Arts and Social Exclusion: a review prepared for 

the Arts Council of England. Retrieved from: http://www.artscouncil.

org.uk/publication_archive/arts-and-social-exclusion-a-review-

prepared-for-the-arts-council-of-england/

Klaić, D. (1989). Teatar razlike, Novi Sad: Sterijino pozorje. 

Klaić, D. (2006). Dugi marš kroz institucije: varijanta Ristić. SCENA: 

Časopis za pozorišnu umetnost, 4, 16-25.

Kesić, V. (1987, September 3). YU fest, Studio.

Lakićević, S. (1986, October 9). Post fest(um), Komunist.

Morin, E. (1989). Kako misliti Evropu. Sarajevo: Svijetlost.

Pavićević, B. (1986). Dve tri reči o prostoru i pozorištu. U D. Klaić, B. 

Pavićević. J. Sziveri, & L. Stojanović (ured.) Šekspir fest, komentari, 

Subotica: Narodno pozorište Nepsinhaz - KPGT.

Pavis, P. (1996). Intercultural Performance Reader. London and New York: 

Routledge.

Putnam, R. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community. New York: Simon and Schuster. 

Ristić, Lj. (1986, August 2). Volite li Šekspira. Jedinstvo.

61



Semprini, A. (1999). Multikulturalizam, Beograd: Clio.

S.D. (1986, September 19). Podrška za Molijera, Subotičke novine.

Stojković, B. (1993). Evropski kulturni identitet, Niš, Beograd: Prosveta, 

Zavod za proučavanje kulturnog razvitka.

Stojković, B. (2002). Identitet i komunikacija, Beograd: Fakultet političkih 

nauka Beograd.

Škoric, M. (2006). Mikrosociologija socijalnog kapitala i mogućnosti 

mikro-makro translacije. U M.Tripkovic (ed.) Socijalni kapital i 

društvena integracija (pp. 35-72). Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet, Odsek 

za sociologiju.

Trozbi, D. (2012). Ekonomika kulturne politike, Beograd: Clio.

S.D. (1986, September 19). Podrška za Molijera, Subotičke novine.

Stojković, B. (1993). Evropski kulturni identitet, Niš, Beograd: Prosveta, 

Zavod za proučavanje kulturnog razvitka.

Stojković, B. (2002). Identitet i komunikacija, Beograd: Fakultet političkih 

nauka Beograd.

Škoric, M. (2006). Mikrosociologija socijalnog kapitala i mogućnosti 

mikro-makro translacije. U M.Tripkovic (ed.) Socijalni kapital i 

društvena integracija (pp. 35-72). Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet, Odsek 

za sociologiju.

Trozbi, D. (2012). Ekonomika kulturne politike, Beograd: Clio.

Interviewees6 

Sead Đulić (actor, director, founder of the Mostar Youth Theatre)

Zorica Jevremović (playwright)

Nada Kokotović (director and choreographer)

Boško Kovačević (former president of the Local Committee of the 

Communist Party, professor of Sociology and Business ethics at the 

Singidunum University)

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

62

6 The author is grateful to all his interlocutors for their trust and invaluable assistance.



SOCIO-CULTURAL IMPLICATIONS OF MULTILINGUAL THEATRE 

Ana Kostovska (actress) 

Branislava Liješević (former director of Budva Theatre City)

Svetozar Marović (former Chairman of the Executive Board of Budva, 

vice president of the Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro.)

Borka Pavicević (playwright)

Ljubiša Ristić (director)

Gyorgy Sorade (former Mayor of Subotica, former President of the 

Council for Development and Planning of the Municipality of Subotica, a 

former professor at the University of Novi Sad)

Rade Šerbedžija (actor and director)

Laslo Vegel (playwright)

63



THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

64

Predmet ovog istraživanja su sociokulturne implikacije dinamičkog 

višejezičnog teatra na mezo (gradskom) nivou, na primeru Narodnog 

pozorišta Nepsinhaz-KPGT, a u kontekstu razvoja integrativne kulturne 

politike grada Subotica i afirmacije jedinstvenog jugoslovenskog kulturnog 

prostora (koncepta koji su ustanovili predvodnici pokreta i istaknuti 

jugoslovenski pozorišni umetnici: Ljubiša Ristić, Nada Kokotović, Rade 

Šerbedžija i Dušan Jovanović). Cilj istraživanja je dokazati da višejezično 

pozorište, u precizno određenom obliku (kao što je to bio koncept Grada 

teatra u Subotici) predstavlja međukulturnu sponu i svojevrsnu društvenu 

vrednost, te da podstiče međukulturni dijalog i afirmiše kulturnu raznolikost, 

kako na mikro (institucionalnom) nivou, tako i na mezo (gradskoj) i makro 

(državnoj) ravni. Kao studije slučaja analiziraju se paradigmatični projekti 

realizovani od 1985. do 1987. godine. Istraživanje je u tom smislu usmereno 

na subotički koncept Grada teatra (projekat Madač, komentari), zatim na Grad 

teatar na Paliću (Šekspir fest), i JU fest. U procesu vrednosne determinacije 

posebno mesto zauzima sociolingvistička teorija Ranka Bugarskog, kojom 

se nastoji ukazati na društveni i kulturološki uticaj principa multijezičnosti 

u pozorištu, u smislu razvoja sociokulturnog kapitala i dinamičkog odnosa 

između različitih kulturnih entiteta. Ovo istraživanje treba da omogući 

dublje razumevanje sociokulturne i političke uloge multijezičnog pozorišta u 

savremenim društvenim okvirima. Intencija je, dakle, dokazati da višejezično 

pozorište, u jasno definisanom obliku, odnosno modelu, predstavlja imanentni 

segment kulturne politike, koje unapređuje i dinamizuje međukulturne 

odnose. 

Ključne reči: višejezično pozorište, Narodno pozorište-Népszinház-KPGT, Grad 

teatar, kulturna politika, kulturna raznolikost
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This article considers a context of contemporary theatre that 

includes the component of public interest, in addition to the standard 

interest of so-called expert audience. 

The key focus of this analysis is mapping of contemporary 

performing practices that redefined the understanding of theatre policy 

within traditional framework, where policy became defined and emerged 

as a new programming value; value that is of importance to the whole 

community. Theatre in context of community and its challenges; theatre 

and memory of community; theatre that speaks of fears of community – 

they all give the opportunity for theatre to be more than an ephemeral 

moment or a bibliographic note, only relevant for the history of one 

theatre or one theatre system.  

Keywords: context, community, contemporary performing practices, 

emancipation role, public interest
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The place where the empire’s moral heart was supposed to beat was 

empty. Franz Josef himself, a devoted theatre attendant in his youth, 

inadvertently straightened this perception. An imperial box was 

reserved for the Emperor and his family in every theatre of the empire, 

a crowning – and crowned – centerpiece to its architecture, draped in 

red velvet and topped by the imperial double eagle. After the death 

of his wife, Franz Josef hardly ever went to theatre. The imperial 

boxes from Lemberg to Trieste stood empty for decades, and instead 

of linking faraway cities to imperial glory, they merely served as the 

constant reminder of the void at the centre of the Habsburg universe. 

(Blom, 2015: 71)

Imperial and other boxes, their visibility and power of representation, 

or their demolition – such as the recent reconstruction of the National 

Theatre in Bucharest whose Grand Hall opened at the beginning of 2015/16 

theatre season, no longer carries the box of the Romanian dictator Nicolae 

Ceaucescu. In the above quoted by the historian Philipp Blom, we see 

testaments of theatre’s inextricable link to political and cultural power. We 

can ask whether we find theatre-related material only in texts on theatre 

history and theory and other artefacts produced by theatre community, or 

is it possible to find theatre in other subjects, fields in which we may or may 

not be surprised to find information that can be useful for reflecting on the 

theatre of today, i.e. the theatre of all times. 

Blom’s quotation is an example of such approach, where we find a 

story of theatre in a text where we would not expect it. Can we today, here 

and now, map a methodological framework of theatre practices research 

that stems from inquiry of sociology, philosophy or political sciences? Is 

it possible to find writings by contemporary sociologists, philosophers, 

historians, columnists, bloggers, writers, architects and other thinkers 

in theatre archives, who explored what they had, or had not seen in 

contemporary theatre? Is there a capacity for such dialogue between us and 

them?

In a dialogue with architect prof. Slobodan Danko Selinkić, while we 

were conversing about the reconstruction of Bucharest’s National Theatre, 
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he asked me: Where did Ceaucescu’s box go? (personal communication, 

n.d.). Seeking answers to this question is the framework of this paper on 

theatre in context. 

In a dialogue like this, it is possible to redefine the mission of 

theatre. From historical perspective, its mission can be redefined in 

terms of public that participates, which speaks to and thinks about, 

and finally finds the reason to engage with it. For example, revolutions 

in theatre and revolutions in society. The time before, during and after 

revolution; in other words, political theatre. According to Siegfried 

Melchinger: “it is only when political theatre manages to draw the 

audience into situations, events, that it establishes a public that is its 

most lasting symbol” (Melchinger, 1989: 17). In addition, this paper draws 

from writings of Hanna Arendt, who reminded us that the subject of 

political theatre of past decades is not losing relevance, as it may appear 

to those who observe history exclusively from the perspective of social 

change. Finally, the methodology of this paper brings us to essays by 

Janelle Reinelt, published in the collection “Politics and Performance: 

Collected Essays” and her argument that “the possibility of theatre to 

deal a blow is unlimited, but rare” (Reinelt, 2012: 37). 

These possibilities are indeed rare especially in the context of 

so-called institutional theatre, which seems to be the “keeper” of 

representative boxes of its founders and/or sponsors. Here I can offer 

a possible answer to the earlier question - where the box went. It may 

have been occupied by a sponsor, who compensated the deficit in public 

finances for culture, or it had already been taken by an administrator 

devoid of sensibility for cultural policy, or theatre might have been 

shaped by individuals who do not recognize relevance of any of theatre 

community’s important figures in the auditorium. 

These observations open up possible directions of dialogue about 

repertoire and how its values are established, but it is important to 

first note the main fields of influence that shape it. We can identify four 

main fields of influence that predominantly shape theatre policy and 

programme:
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1. artistic (authorship, artistic and theatre styles and capacities 

of the ensemble, authorial aesthetics with specific criteria, themes 

and methodologies of performance – such as Stein, Lepage, Wilson, 

Ostermeier); 

2. commercial (financial and commercial interests, like Broadway or 

London’s West End);

3. political (dominant ideologies, direct or indirect political 

influences on theatre, including so-called pseudo-patriotic theatre), and 

4. cultural-political (strategies for culture and related policies that 

establish the model of programming and organisational direction). 

In a wider field of influence we can include other factors such as:

•international theatre trends (such as documentary, post-dramatic 

or political theatre);

•contemporary theories (such as gender studies which are related to 

practices of feminist theatre and gay theatre); 

•inter-disciplinary practices on global or local level (theatre and 

ecology, theatre and medicine, theatre and tourism), and 

•programme strands of international foundations and other donors 

that support cultural activity (such as Open Society Institute, Pro 

Helvetia, European Cultural Foundation, UNESCO, Council of Europe, 

European Commission) (Ljumović, 2014).

This classification helps establish lines of influence on programming 

decisions, but answers can only be found if we analyse individual 

theatre repertories, i.e. case studies that would help us find the answer 

to the question whether we speak only of an ephemeral moment and 

bibliographic data important solely for history of one theatre or one 

theatre system, or rather we speak of a theatre that is engaged with 

zones of influence that are of significance to other players too. We can 

maintain that there are challenges both in traditional and contemporary 

performance practices, and we can illustrate this by two views that 

comment on the lack of public dialogue that could expand the influence 

of theatre today. Dragan Klaić’s presented one such view in his essay 

“Unfavourable results of transition – New changes on the horizon”, 
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highlighting that the predominant model of production and distribution 

of performing arts (repertory theatres) “has lost touch with changes 

in the very concept of performing arts, which have become much more 

varied than staging of canonical drama with a few contemporary plays 

added into the mix” (Klaić, 2008: 95). On other hand, Slovenian theatre 

theoretician Blaž Lukan warned that new theatre policies emerged 

as new theatre trends that could be defined as a “tendency of giving 

general (global) value to a certain (new) idea, or aesthetic form, with a 

clear intention that may stem from aesthetic or authorial, or more often, 

economic or commercial considerations” (Lukan, 2013: 14).

Regarding the theatre that is created or observed today, in which 

way does it attract attention of contemporary writers and thinkers? I 

am sure any theatre that can attract them as audience and identify with 

their writings is a very fortunate one. On the other hand, members of 

general public come to theatre as community members. This represents 

the desired role of theatre; not to stand out from the community, but be 

its integral part. 

From the position of theatre practitioner and my work as theatre 

producer, I intend to reflect upon two productions by the Montenegrin 

National Theatre in relation to the subject of this paper. I wish to touch 

upon the intended aim of theatre having a wider zone of influence in the 

public sphere, so that theatre could become the meeting place for critical 

debate on current social issues; debates that invite joint thinking, both 

through theatre that is being created and through questions that are 

being raised. 

The two productions are Everyman Đilas7 written and directed by 
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Radmila Vojvodić (2013) about faith in a better world and brave rebels, 

and Fathers have built8, a theatre project by Boris Liješević (2013) about 

greed. 

Great minds, but also common people have the capacity to move 

public opinion and community. Social and intimate, that is, public and 

private character of the two productions reach out towards a context 

outside of theatre. 

Everyman Đilas initiates the debate about the extraordinary figure 

of Milovan Đilas, who is known internationally mainly for his writings in 

The New Class, an influential book in which he criticised the Yugoslav 

socialist system of the time and for which he was repeatedly imprisoned 

by the regime (Đilas, 1990). In both direct and complex way, the 

production made apparent the lack of such rebellious figure in current 

political environment. When thinking about a figure such as Milovan 

Đilas, we are faced with civic responsibility to either be inspired by his 

brave and transgressive acts, or to continue to not face the past and the 

well-known effects of former Yugoslavia breakup. The Mladina columnist 

and professor at the Faculty of Philosophy in Ljubljana, Bernard Nežmah, 

was right to note that:

[…] It is very important to discuss Đilas, because he was under 

an anathema for more than 30 years and after that even worse 

happened – with the arrival of democracy, it has been said that 

Đilas was weak, that we already knew all that, that he is not worth 

reading, but actually he was an excellent critic of the society. That 

is why it is important to speak of his importance, because he was 

a witness; he knew how the regime worked. All those regimes exist 

today still, just in different forms. (Nežmah, n.d.)
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Slovenian and European politician, Jelko Kacin, said after the 

performance in Ljubljana something that nobody said before or after 

the show in Podgorica: “Only nations that have people like Đilas exist 

as nations” (Kacin, 2014). Is it realistic then to expect that theatre may 

set in motion work by other actors, primarily academic community, to 

research and document the work of Milovan Đilas? To return to critical 

comments from theatre community, the Skopje theatre critic Todor 

Kuzmanov noted that: 

As a leitmotif, the director opens the space to involve the audience 

as active participants in the play. They are not just witnesses but 

also participants in this “Plenum on Đilas”. There are numerous 

associations and links to Brechtian type of theatre. The epic content 

is the starting point for a historical act, rooted in a character that 

has strong reflections in the contemporary moment. (Kuzmanov, 

2014)

Everyman Đilas or Đilas as a true everyman inspires courage and 

invites us to take risk and fight for freedom. This is the feedback of the 

audience in relation to the play. 

Borka Pavićević, who worked as a drama writer in the production, 

noted in her column in the Belgrade newspaper “Danas”:

Everyman Đilas is another act of memory, on stage, in time and 

space, in theatre, which is community’s meeting place around 

shared values. And there is the author present, Radmila Vojvodić 

and the numerous ensemble of the Montenegrin National Theatre, 

which managed to overcome their differences in age, history, 

gossip, prejudice, nonsense, tension, bickering, misinterpretation, 

maliciousness and indifference. Tihomir Stanić (Milovan Đilas) 

grappled admirably with pathos and populism. Of course it all has to 

do with funerals, weddings, saint days, rituals, anniversaries, their 

meanings, and births “from the spirit of music”, or from “playing the 

bagpipe”. (Pavićević, 2013)
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The gathering of community in theatre and around theatre can be 

about making decisions that can change the course of reality. This is a 

utopian vision, which is how the philosopher Srećko Horvat interpreted 

the last scene of the production. Visiting United States, Đilas is invited 

to play tennis, to which he replies that he cannot play the sport. His 

American host replies that he indeed can play tennis and that his stand-

in is already on the court. In a panel discussion about the play, entitled 

“New-old utopias, do they exist?”, Horvat noted that this scene reminded 

him of Antonioni, where tennis is being played without a ball (Horvat, 

2014: 27). 

The production Fathers have built was thus described in the 

newsletter of the 30th Theatre Days BiH, Brčko:

What the production demonstrated is how far passivity of a society 

can go. This is seen as something that theatre needs to respond to. 

The theatre produced by the Montenegrin National Theatre from 

Podgorica reacted sooner and more efficiently than other social 

institutions. (Vukadinović, 2013: 3)

The context of the stage and audience interaction in this play 

brings about a different kind of panel discussion, a debate in which 

so-called common person, the anonymous citizen both on the stage 

(in verbatim theatre form) and in the auditorium recreate together 

the painful experience of a transition that brought about a number 

of social anomalies and challenges, and for which they share part of 

responsibility. The chosen approach of the project author Boris Liješević 

aimed to recognise the drama of the place, to grasp it and aestheticise it 

and allow it to speak from the stage. He said: let’s make a play here and 

now. In his column in Blic, Jovan Ćirilov noted:

In someone else’s hands, that reality would be life-turned-into-

story realism, or the ever-appealing satirical cabaret. However, for 

Liješević the reality he wanted to represent could not fit into any 

particular theatrical genre. Therefore, he created “Fathers have 

built”, with those mysterious brackets, and with a ladder on the 

stage that does not go anywhere as the McGuffin of the story, as a 

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

72



THEATRE IN THE HISTORY OF GREAT AND SMALL LIVES

way of saying that for that society there is no way up, not even with 

the verses from “The Ray of the Microcosm”. This is theatre about 

current Montenegrin transition, but more than that it is a stage 

rendering of everyday person’s life, who, like Chekhov’s characters 

(as someone brilliantly noticed), always knows how much money 

they have in their pocket. In this case it is about how many loans 

the character from the play is unable to pay off to the local bank. 

(Ćirilov, 2013)

The atmosphere from the premiere, repeated at subsequent shows, 

was thus described by theatre critic Ana Tasić:

Because the actors were unusually direct and open, the production 

felt almost like a psychodrama, and the audience received the play 

with trust, compassion and sympathy, it was almost like one could 

feel the energy that was exchanged in the Montenegrin National 

Theatre... Productions like this bring back optimism and (lost) faith 

that it is still possible to make theatre that moves us deeply and 

holds up mirror to our lives.” (Tasić, 2013)

The two productions incorporated dramatic and theatrical pluralism, 

which could be situated in the context of political transition; the general 

process of society’s transition influences artists’ choices and methods, as 

well as the programming policy of the institution supporting them.

Both these plays deal with recent history of socialism (albeit in 

different ways).  Everyman Đilas is in discourse with one of the leaders 

of Yugoslav communist movement, and brings to the stage a number 

of historical figures who led some of the most important changes in 

Yugoslav society. Viewed from today’s, post-Yugoslav perspective, the 

play discusses political elites of the time by reflecting back to elites of 

today, and it does so with inevitable nostalgia given that today we have 

a “shortage” of elites. This is the first time that Milovan Đilas appears 

in a work of art, where he is in the domain of artistic truth and zone of 

interpretation. This almost has a relaxing effect, because he was one of 

the sources of the collective trauma. For playwright and director Radmila 

Vojvodić, Everyman Đilas is the latest instalment of enquiry which began 
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in 1994 with drama Princess Ksenija of Montenegro (transl. Princeza 

Ksenija od Crne Gore), which discreetly and unobtrusively revealed 

the cracks in the patriarchal-national discourse. (Nelević, 2008) 

With Princess Ksenija of Montenegro, Vojvodić opened questions of 

transitional challenges and contradictions, which are still being examined 

in Everyman Đilas through a focus on figures that had the capacity to 

shape the collective identity of a community, yet paradoxically remained 

remote to their contemporaries. The social context of these two 

productions is radically different: in the early 1990s of Princess Ksenija, 

Montenegro was yet to challenge its status inside the Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia constituted of Serbia and Montenegro, while Everyman Đilas 

emerged post-2006 and independence, in a new-old yet young country, 

still disoriented with transition and in the process of establishing what 

its values were. Milovan Đilas ironically was not an important figure in 

the country, where he worked intellectually and politically, his work is 

better known at foreign than local universities. Milovan Đilas in theatre 

however became the subject of public interest, of interest to an audience 

that did not know and did not understand his ideas. And this is why the 

play is so important, in this theatre the community can find a reflection 

of an era through figures and events of the past that have continuity 

in the present, in declaration of ideas that remain challenging in the 

political sphere.

The selection of writings reflecting on Everyman Đilas and Fathers 

have built seek to locate conversation about theatre outside the narrow 

expert audience. Every successful political theatre has the capacity to 

expand outside the limits of theatre, rendering it an important player 

in wider social events. In the case of the two plays I am considering 

here, the first discusses the issues of political intellectual elites, whose 

influence – or lack of – had repercussions on the wider society and the 

other illustrated the dynamics of social transition, which destabilised 

systems of value, and which in the Balkans meant a disintegration of 

both public and private life.     
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These two plays are also useful for considering the repertory, 

too. Programming policy is an important part of contemporary theatre 

paradigm, and at the same time is a challenge for national theatres, 

because “contemporary” is sometimes seen as not “national” enough. 

However, the opposite should be the case, since national theatre today 

should promote the idea of better and more just society. National theatre 

has to redefine its mission, not only in the context of transition, but also 

in the context of more general European turbulence. These two plays 

are carried by the recognisable aesthetics of the two directors Radmila 

Vojvodić and Boris Liješević, with their specific approaches, themes and 

methodologies. The staging of these plays is influenced by global trends 

of post-dramatic theatre and they further redefined and questioned 

performing practices of political theatre. In this way the two artists, 

and the two productions, carried significance on regional level. Finally, 

the content of the two productions have influenced cultural policy: the 

decision to include them in the programme of the Montenegrin National 

theatre came from the institution’s desire to be part of culture and 

cultural system, basing programming decisions in response to work of 

artists, rather than top-down, in response to formal cultural policy. 

The Fathers have built play is post-dramatic theatre, or verbatim 

theatre, based on authentic testimonies. The material of the play was 

collected through a series of interviews, in which emerged it themes 

of tradition and heritage, predominance of materialism and greed for 

money, which is often the headline in the news today. However, the play 

does not completely adhere to verbatim theatre methodology – the 

text also included fragments of classic literature, such as Njegoš’s “The 

Ray of the Microcosm” (Petrović Njegoš 1845/1957) and Tchekoff ’s “The 

Cherry Orchard” (quoting no one else but the character of the merchant 

Lopakhin, who in the end had the money to buy everything; Tchekoff, 

1917). 

The unpacking the ideologies of communism and capitalism, 

freedom of thought and free market, the source of anxieties of 

contemporary Montenegrins are the framework of the two plays. The 

75



theatre audiences are invited into a dialogue, which gives theatre a 

character of exclusivity – exclusivity being the primary characteristic of 

theatre today, as the only space of freedom.

***

The selected comments and opinions that are part of a reading 

of the repertory of the Montenegrin National Theatre with the aim of 

documenting a repertory policy that reflects societal changes and serves 

an as open platform of research and exchange. We can also speak of 

redefining the mission of National Theatre today, which is reflected 

in programming strategies, repertory and which takes it upon itself to 

examine the very notion of public interest. Public interest as the key 

word of laws, policies and strategies that are actually carried out, or 

is it public interest as declarative and demagogical framework that we 

skilfully or unskilfully represent. 

The paper aimed at setting a methodological framework for 

interpreting theatre that can be found in other areas and to seek in 

those meetings of theoretical and practical thinking additional reasons 

for its work in the contemporary. For this reason, in this article I have 

selected a number of comments that support the main objective of this 

work; of seeking a conversation about theatre that goes beyond so-

called expert audience and situating it in a wider context. 

Finally, we can ask the question: Perhaps the term community rather 

than society, which situated theatre into various institutional models 

according to current ideologies that are expressed through politics and 

culture, serves better to understand theatre’s emancipation practice. 

Perhaps possible change should be sought in redefining (and occupying) 

institutional models that seek to incorporate the interest of the 

community, which participates in it. Especially, since theatre in European 

context is predominantly funded by subventions (public, or why not say 

– our money). 
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Kontekst unutra ili kontekst spolja, kontekst modela, kontekst autoriteta, 

kontekst publike, kontekst rata ili kontekst emotivnosti samo su dio mogućeg 

mapiranja, u kome se ogleda preplitanje različitih zona uticaja koje pozorište 

ostvaruje u zajednici, ali i prostora uticaja zajednice na njegov sadržaj. 

Da li nam pojam zajednice umesto termina društva, koje je shodno svojim 

ideološkim usmerenjima pozorište situiralo u različite insititucionalne modele 

koji su služili i služe kao reprezentacija moći politike i kulture, pomaže da 

razumemo njegove emancipatorske prakse, ili se mogućnost promene krije 

u  redefinisanju (i osvajanju) institucionalnih modela, za koje je potrebno 

afirmisati ideju interesa zajednice koja u njemu participira, i zašto ne reći i 

zbog normativnog određenja da je sistem pozorišta u evropskom kontekstu 

dominantno subvencionisan (našim parama). Na koji način savremeno 

pozorište ulazi u ravan interesa javnosti, izvan podrazumevajućeg kruga tzv. 

stručne javnosti i koji su to povodi da ono samo svojim sadržajem proširi 

zonu tumačenja u kojoj i druge javnosti govore o njemu.

Važno pitanje analize jeste mapiranje savremenih izvedbenih praksi koje 

su redefinisale pojam pozorišne politike u tradicionalnom obrascu u kome 

se ona definiše i uspostavlja kao nova repertoarska vrednost, vrednost bitna 

za zajednicu. Pozorište u kontekstu zajednice i njenih dilema, pozorište kroz 

sećanje zajednice, pozorište koje govori o strahovima zajednice – ima šansu 

da ne bude samo efemerni znak i bibliografski podatak bitan samo za istoriju 

jednog pozorišta ili jednog pozorišnog sistema.

Ključne reči: kontekst, zajednica, savremene izvođačke prakse, emancipatorska 

uloga, javni interes

Pozorište u kontekstu – kako iz istorije pozorišta 

ući u istoriju velikih i malih života?

Mr Janko Ljumović

Fakultet dramskih umjetnosti Cetinje, Univerzitet Crne Gore

Cetinje, Crna Gora
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The foundations of Community Theatre practice within the counter-

cultural theatrical landscape of the 1960s gave rise to a particular form 

of democratic, and often revolutionary, theatre, which sought to effect 

transformation as well provide a sense of integration for its audience. 

Since the 1980s, traditions, practices, and cultural aesthetics with 

pertain to Community Theatre have increasingly been encroached upon, 

occluded, and incorporated into performance models, which support 

cultural hegemony, and iterate a state-sponsored vision of Community. 

The author argues that Community Theatre practitioners need to 

seek alternate forms of revenue funding, if this ongoing process of 

assimilation is to be resisted.  
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PAYING THE PIPER: THE PROBLEM WITH COMMUNITY THEATRE

Despite the fact that what has traditionally been described as 

Community Theatre has had a major influence on the contemporary 

theatrical landscape in the United Kingdom, the term itself has become 

contested territory, and it is increasingly difficult to articulate its place within 

the current theatre ecology. Descriptions of practices, which might have 

belonged within this category in the past have been subsumed into a number 

of taxonomic sub-sets within the more commonly used Applied Drama and 

Theatre (ADT), whilst the term itself has gradually become synonymous 

with participatory work, or work which takes place without the contribution 

or involvement of professional artists, mirroring its use in the United States 

of America. Whilst this in itself may not be particularly noteworthy, the 

gradual removal of Community Theatre from the professional theatrical 

lexicon has, paradoxically, been accompanied by the appropriation of many 

of its defining characteristics by companies participating in events, which 

ultimately contributed to the economic commoditization of mass culture. 

When a regional theatre like Salisbury Playhouse based in Wiltshire, a county 

in which 72% of the land is farmed, sees no irony in the presence of the Tesco 

Community and Education Space in its building - celebrating a supermarket 

that has often been at loggerheads with farmers over the price of their 

produce (Metro, 2015; Guardian, 2015), then something has clearly gone 

wrong with Community Theatre practice.  

Drawing on the author’s thirty years of experience within this field 

of work, and supported by conversations with practitioners, and research 

into UK cultural policy this paper argues that important elements of this 

discrete branch of performance are in danger of becoming victim to the 

ongoing struggle for the ownership of theatrical space between counter, 

and hegemonic cultures. Opening with a consideration of the transformative 

and integrative aspects of Community Theatre practice, a critique of the 

process through which successive government cultural policies from the 

1970s onwards have contributed to the appropriation by mainstream theatre 

of its methods and techniques is developed. The paper culminates with a call 

for the emancipation of Community Theatre from the yoke of Arts Council 

subsidy. 
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The Transformative / Integrative binary

Community Theatre’s political and social roots in the UK lie in active 

resistance to establishment norms. An offshoot of the radical counter-

culture which first emerged in the 1960s the form of its resistance was 

exemplified in Britain, from the early seventies onwards, through the 

work of companies such as 7:84, Theatre Foundry and Pit Prop Theatre. 

Clearly in accordance with Schechner’s celebrated belief in the situation of 

dramatic effect within the act of transformation (Schechner, 1974), and the 

significance of change, a model of professional theatre production gradually 

developed which focused on non-traditional theatre spaces, and which 

spoke both to, for, and alongside, under-represented, marginalised, and/

or excluded communities. Drawing on stories and characters defined either 

geographically or sociologically (through ethnicity, gender, class, etc.) and 

presenting them back, filtered through the artistic vision of the companies’ 

professional directors and performers. Basing themselves in areas, which 

traditionally had not had access to (or were, for a variety of reasons, 

unwilling to engage with) the arts they became the interpreters of, but also 

the critical friends of the communities in which they were situated. 

As part of its mission to give greater agency to the disenfranchised, 

Community Theatre developed programmes of work which deliberately 

blurred the lines between artist and audience. This blurring, grounded in the 

theories of Friere (1970) and Boal (1979), democratised theatrical processes 

and theatrical space in Great Britain, and led inexorably to the emancipation 

of audiences by allowing them onto the stage as active participants, rather 

than mere spectators.

The Community Theatre/Community Arts banner identified theatre 

practice, which engaged with groups and individuals whose voices, opinions, 

lifestyles, and cultural identities were accorded less value in society as a 

whole. Companies like Monstrous Regiment, Gay Sweatshop and the Black 

Theatre Cooperative all founded in the early 1970s radically transformed 

established views of who the theatre was for, or could belong to.

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT
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One of the UK’s pioneering Community Theatre companies Interplay 

Theatre Company formed as “an initiative to create theatre for, and 

with the communities of inner city Leeds” (Interplay, n.d) articulates 

clearly on the History section of its website what can still be seen as 

the underlying principles of this field of practice. The company was 

formed with the intention of “creating work that was accessible, work 

that championed co-operation, mutual action and interaction” (Interplay, 

n.d.). The concept behind the formation of the company was contained 

within “the idea that for the arts to be relevant, it should be part of a 

community, away from big producing houses, it should be created in the 

moment, and involve audience and cast members alike” (Interplay, n.d).

The lack of credibility that the company identified in the “big 

producing houses” for those who did not identify themselves with 

middle-class values or aspirations, coupled with their understanding of 

the need to produce work, which was both accessible and relevant to an 

audience predominantly un-educated in the conventions of theatrical 

production, in some ways anticipated Bordieu’s (1984) critique of the 

association of art with a cultural capital more readily available to the 

privileged. Although a slippery concept, the sense of urgency which 

underpinned/underpins the company’s intention to create works of 

performance “in the moment” (Interplay, n.d) is indicative of those 

leading the original Community Theatre movement’s desire to build a 

socially and politically-oriented, inclusive theatre, which could draw upon 

current conditions, and speak from experience, with genuine insight.

Steve Gooch, a writer intimately associated with the movement 

through the 70s and 80s, believes that its function was also to “expand 

the aesthetic range of British theatre away from its traditionally 

realist, verbal, middle-class, well-made plays” (Gooch, 2012).  Whilst 

recognising that the overall goal was to “expand that audience in terms 

of class, age and other social distinctions” (Gooch, 2012) he also suggest 

that Community theatre could offer “a vision of a radically different 

experience for the audience” (Gooch, 2012).  
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In the opening passage of the introduction to Three Plays for Rural 

Audiences (Aita & Haworth, 2008) published by Forest Forge, a rural touring 

Community Theatre Company based in the New Forest, playwright Nell 

Leyson captures phenomenology of how this field of work can transform, 

through a liminal experience, passive spectatorship into something 

approaching Turner’s vision of communitas’

There is one image I particularly love: The inhabitants of a village take 

one chair each and carry them through lanes and along paths, and walk 

to the village hall. Between them they are creating an audience, and 

with it a community. (Turner, 1995: 94)

Leyshon offers a tantalising insight into the uniquely active 

engagement in a theatrical event, which a group of people who share 

what a German speaker might refer to as zusammengehörend (the state 

of belonging together) can experience. The celebrated Gemeinschaft 

(community) and Gesellschaft (society) dichotomy9 lies at the heart of this 

branch of artistic endeavour, in that practitioners within this field seek to 

navigate the complex intersections between identity and place though 

dramaturgical, scenographic, and performative interventions (Tonnies, 

1935/79). 

The power of Community Theatre to engender this sense of common 

ground and shared value within groups of people can also present a 

dilemma, as Nicholson and Milling pointed out, suggesting that it could 

“involve nostalgia for an imagined, idealised sense of community-past, and 

lead projects to seek a homogenous local identity” (Nicholson & Milling, 

2005: 86), which might even build a false sense of consensus, and cause 

differing views and positions to be glossed over, or bypassed completely.  
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Whilst Community Theatre’s artistic heritage clearly lies in its 

original intention to conscientize communities about their socio-

political condition, what one might refer to as its ‘transformative’ role, 

its ‘integrative’ effect, identified tangentially by Leyshon and Gooch, 

is of equal significance. Indeed, Nicholson’s critique of this element of 

Community Theatre practice may help to explain why those responsible 

for formulating national cultural policies in the United Kingdom have 

made use of it to help promote their own agendas.

The danger of this is only too clear, particularly given the financial 

crisis, the focus on neo-liberalist social and economic policies, the 

refugee crisis, and the rise in nationalism, and extremism which currently 

exist within Western European democracies. Judith Ackroyd articulates 

the dilemma facing the Community Theatre sector extremely effectively. 

If theatre has been applied to the job of opening minds to new 

perspectives, to increasing self-esteem, to bringing together 

disparate communities, why should it not be used to produce 

restricted perspectives implying criticism of others, to reduce 

self-esteem and confidence with ideas, to divide and fragment 

established communities? (Ackroyd, 2000: 5)  

The idiomatic expression ‘he who pays the piper calls the tune’ is 

unfortunately a truism and theatre practitioners within the subsidised 

sector are fully aware of the fragility, and flexibility, of the much-vaunted 

arm’s length principals of arts funding.  

Method

Martin Heidegger’s concept of ‘Dasein’ or ‘being there’ (Heidegger, 

1962) underpins the approach to research within this paper as it is from 

the author’s lived experience of directing and producing theatre for, and 

with, rural communities which informs the selection of and interpretation 

of the data presented here. The author’s understanding of the processes 

which have affected Community Theatre over the past thirty years can, 

to a certain extent, be viewed as ‘situated learning’ acquired through 
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discussion, interaction, negotiation and collaboration, with peers, 

representatives of the arts council, local authority stakeholders and 

audience members. The author has been obliged to engage with, and 

learn from, the concrete situations within an arts organisation that 

cultural policy decisions have engendered. This study belongs within 

the context of critical ethnography in that the intention behind it is to 

unsettle “neutrality and taken-for-granted assumptions by bringing to 

light underlying and obscure operations of power and control” (Madison, 

2012).  

Context and Impact 

The political changes which took place in Britain during the late 

1970s, when Margaret Thatcher was elected Prime Minister, had a 

profound effect upon the cultural landscape. Cultural practices of all 

kinds, as Tony Coult and Baz Kershaw (2002) point out: “had to survive 

the best they could, bouncing about in the wake of economic revivalism” 

(p. xii). Yet, ironically, Margaret Thatcher’s dissolution of the Greater 

London Council (GLC) in 1986 had an unexpected effect on the Arts 

Council. By adopting some of the Socialist GLC’s former clients, they 

also appeared to imbibe: “something of the community arts ethos of 

the former regime” (Bull, & Saunders, 2015). The “emphasis the GLC 

had placed on seeing arts and culture as an investment that could yield 

economic, social and political dividends” (p. 46) also managed to find its 

way into the Arts Council’s DNA. 

Although the theme of broader community engagement in the 

arts had already been touched upon in the Arts Council of England’s 

(1984) report the Glory of the Garden, it reached full maturity in its 

(2010) strategic framework for the arts Achieving Great Art for Everyone 

published at the tail-end of New Labour’s period of government. This 

document should be seen as the culmination of arts policies introduced 

by New Labour’s first secretary of state for culture media and sport, 

Chris Smith. Smith, appointed in 1997 required that access to the arts 
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should be widened, and that “they should contribute to the government's 

social objectives, particularly urban regeneration and combating social 

exclusion.” (Thorpe, 2000). Smith’s view of the arts made them “central 

to the task of recreating the sense of community, identity and civic pride 

that should define our country” (Thorpe, 2000).

His use of the word ‘recreating’ in relation to the sense of 

community is telling, as is the assumption that the country as whole 

should be defined by its level of civic pride, and that the arts should 

be expected to deliver this outcome. It is arguable that to some extent 

the practical expression of Smith’s vision, implemented over the next 

thirteen years, subjugated the work of independent Community artists 

and companies. The adoption by the government of the language 

of inclusion, can be seen as a step towards its transformation into a 

mechanism through which their own social and economic targets might 

be addressed. Veteran socialist and former leader of the mineworkers 

union, Arthur Scargill supports this view. Joining a group of artists, 

curators, and politicians, who challenged the perceived “control freakery” 

of Smith’s DCMS (cited in Thorpe, 2000) Scargill announced, in a public 

discussion at the Royal Society of Art which heralded a publication 

entitled Arts for All? Their policies and our culture (Wallinger & Warnock, 

2000), that “real creativity is about subverting and challenging 

authority” (cited in Thorpe, 2000).

Although Scargill’s proposition is by no means a new one, the 

opportunity for Community Theatre to question the status quo has been 

seriously compromised by the government’s anti-terror legislation. The 

Prevent Strategy (2011), presents community theatre-makers with serious 

challenges in making work seeking to explore ideological positions, 

which are unpalatable to the state. The National Youth Theatre’s (2015) 

production Homegrown, which tackled the radicalisation of teenage 

British Muslims, whilst ostensibly cancelled for “quality reasons” 

(Denham, 2015) was, in the opinion of the director Nadia Latif and 

writer Omar El Khairy, censored because of “external pressure” and a 

“landscape of fear” (Denham, 2015).  
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Whilst the majority of what Interplay Theatre Company might refer 

to as the “big producing houses” (Interplay, n.d.) have never made a 

particular habit of ‘speaking truth to power’, it would be disingenuous 

to suggest that none of the larger Arts Council funded producing 

theatres had genuinely been part of the Community Theatre movement 

since its inception. The New Vic Theatre in Stoke on Trent under Peter 

Cheeseman had an established history of community engagement, 

and a larger number had small outreach departments which produced 

activities such as theatre-in-education, youth theatre, and the occasional 

participatory project. But for many producing houses these activities 

were seen as peripheral to the central focus of the organisation, and 

the first in line to be cut if ticket revenues fell. During the late 1990s 

New Labour’s agenda helped to create a climate in which the subsidised 

‘establishment theatre’ began to feel increasingly obliged to demonstrate 

its suitability for public funding through its level of social/community 

engagement. This effect was amplified by the inclusion of criteria for 

funding attached to Grants for the Arts, and other National Lottery 

supported arts funds, assessed and distributed through bodies such as 

the Arts Council, which privileged applications able to show social or 

economic impact.  

Unfortunately, the borrowed clothing of Community Theatre has 

not always provided a comfortable fit for the ‘big producing houses,’ 

as works produced can easily lack authenticity if they do not represent 

what the theatre actually does, or more importantly is.  The Bristol Old 

Vic Theatre’s (1997) site-specific production Up the Feeder and Down 

the Mouth, which used stories of life in the city’s docks provided by 

members of the local community is a telling example of the way in which 

larger institutions can sometimes misjudge their approach to this form of 

practice. Described in The Independent as “feeling more like a repository 

of oral history than an entertainment” (Morse, 1997). The play, which 

sought to “capture the poetry and the poverty of the city's past through 

a collage of music, oral history and theatre” ended up in the words of 

the reviewer as “a surfeit of anecdotes”, which steered the piece into 

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

88



PAYING THE PIPER: THE PROBLEM WITH COMMUNITY THEATRE

“tales of ‘poor but happy’ working-class life that could come from any 

industrial city in the country” (Morse, 1997). 

The gradual encroachment upon territory, which was formerly the 

preserve of Community Theatre, and other independent alternative/

applied arts practitioners, was further enhanced by the lead-up to 

the Cultural Olympiad, which was launched in 2008 to complement 

the London 2012 Games. Launched with the intention of putting arts 

at the heart of the games themselves by “showcasing UK world-class 

excellence” (Hall, 2013) the Cultural Olympiad borrowed heavily from 

Community Theatre practice as part of its strategy to engage with “high 

economic stakes to play for cultural tourism and creative industries” 

(Hall, 2013). 

The predominant performance aesthetics used by Community 

Theatre practitioners from the 1970s onwards were drawn from the 

Epic Theatre of Berthold Brecht (1964) and Erwin Piscator. Although 

dismissive of the connection, and choosing to cite Joan Littlewood as a 

primary influence, John McGrath of Scotland’s highly political Community 

Theatre company 7:84 (named for the statistic showing that 7% of the 

population possess 84% of its wealth), could not escape the parallels 

between his approach to theatre-making and that of Brecht. As Stephen 

Lacey (2002) pointed out: 

[...] both explored the potential of theatre as an urgent ideological 

intervention into wider political and historical debates; both were 

committed to an idea of popular theatre, re-locating the theatrical 

event as a popular celebration (Brecht’s championing of the boxing-

match, McGrath’s love of the Ceilidh). 

At the same time practitioners John and Sue Fox of Welfare 

State International Theatre Company had begun to experiment with 

a carnivalesque aesthetic akin to that of Peter Schumann’s Bread and 

Puppet Theatre Company10. 

89

10 Founded in New York in 1963 Bread and Puppet’s remarkable street theatre performances 
and processions formed the focal point for several large-scale demonstrations against the 
Vietnam War (Bread and Puppet, n.d). 



Their approach to community integration and transformation was to 

create processions, build large scale puppets, use pyrotechnics, and 

develop site-specific performances. One of the most individual, and 

culturally significant of the pioneering Community Theatre companies 

to emerge in the 1970s, WIS were described by Michael Coveney in The 

Guardian as “brilliant at turning an audience of strangers into a community” 

(Cited in Unfinished Histories, n.d.).

The company’s founding ethos of allowing people to “actively participate 

and gain power to celebrate moments that are wonderful and significant 

in their lives” (Welfare State International, n.d.) through their involvement 

in large-scale outdoor performance events and rituals was drawn upon 

heavily during the Cultural Olympiad, which utilised many of the trademark 

elements of the company’s work in participatory projects leading up to, and 

including the opening ceremonies of the games. Unfortunately the model of 

“subversion as entertainment”(Coult & Kershaw, 2002) underpinning Welfare 

State International’s work, in the best traditions of the “carnival, the feast 

of fools, the fairground [and] the mummers plays”, along with its intention 

to seek “a culture which may well be less materially based” was notable for 

its absence, replaced instead by sponsorship opportunities for large multi-

national corporations like BT, BP, and Panasonic.  

Recapturing and redefining myth was viewed an essential element 

of Community Theatre practice by the WIS creative team as they believed 

that historically “rulers have claimed their myths as justification for their 

own ruling” (Coult & Kershaw, 2002). For Welfare State International the 

“battle for ownership of myths” and their emancipation became an integral 

part of the story-making that they developed with a range of communities 

over a period of nearly forty years. The company attempted to build what 

Baz Kershaw (1992) has described as “an oppositional popular culture” and 

through the development of characters like Lancelot, Icarus, Handyman, 

Barnabus, Quail, subsequently billed as “Britain’s New Folk Hero (a working 

class hermaphrodite strong man)” they sought to “express in human terms, 

the mythical and natural for a society which is becoming de-natured and de-

humanised” (Welfare State International, n.d.). 

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

90



PAYING THE PIPER: THE PROBLEM WITH COMMUNITY THEATRE

Fully combining the transformative and integrative elements of 

Community Theatre practice, Welfare State were able to create events 

in which “a blood soaked colonial band” (Whitely, 2010) could lead 

local people through the streets of a socially deprived neighbourhood 

in Burnley to a scene in which a large crowd of spectators were 

invited to “destroy a giant slug representing the capitalist forces of 

oppression”. Comparisons with the dramaturgy of The Battle for the 

Winds the mythological open-air spectacle created by Cirque Bijou 

and The Desperate Men11 for the opening of the Olympic sailing event 

on Weymouth beach in 2012 could not be starker – Aeoleus Father of 

the Winds, calls for all the winds of the South West to be brought to 

Weymouth to help the Olympic sailors, but “evil baddie Doldrum is 

plotting to steal the wind and takes it to his lair on Portland” (Kitching, 

2012). Far from “operating as a form of resistance”, which “represents 

non-conformity, the dishevelling of order” (Whitely, 2010). The festival 

or carnival spirit has been made anodyne, and used to deliver a vapid 

narrative indistinguishable from the plot of a Marvel comic.  

A partial conclusion, some modest suggestions, and an unanswered 

question

The celebrated Austrian Community theatre-maker, Dr Eva Brenner 

(2013), referred to the process of “concentration, monopolisation and 

festivalisation”, which occurs as a result of the consolidation of state 

funding in companies, meeting with the approval “cultural curators” and 

which lack genuine political content and “neglect the interest of ordinary 

working people, while at the same time catering to elitist audiences of 

the new middle-classes, tourists, and managers” (Brenner, 2013).
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Although she was describing the Viennese Off-Theatre scene12, a 

similar malaise is affecting Community Theatre practice in Great Britain. It 

is in danger of becoming at best the locus for ‘heritage’ performance, and 

at worst a method of confirming cultural and social policies approved by 

the state. Bread and Circuses rather than Bread and Puppet. The problem 

identified by Steve Gooch (1984) of the state “imposing its own values on 

its detractors, rendering them harmless (because dependent upon above)” 

has come to fruition. Whilst the general principle that artistic endeavour 

should be supported through public funding is sound, Community Theatre 

can only emancipate itself and genuinely provide agency and empowerment 

for disenfranchised communities when it is capable of cutting the umbilical 

cord of revenue funding delivered through the Arts Council. Or, when 

artists who wish to make work within this context begin to advocate for the 

disestablishment of the Arts Council, and its replacement with a devolved, 

locally accountable, and artistically-led mechanism for distributing public arts 

funding13. 

The commercial sponsorship model advocated by Conservative 

government “is a strategic instrument of communication that serves 

clearly-defined business aims." (Kaufmanns, cited in Gorton, 1998) that are 

unlikely to coincide with artists and communities, who wish to challenge 

establishment norms, whilst individual philanthropists, who are willing to 

fund challenging works in deprived communities, are few and far between.  

There are new funding models emerging; the crowd funding, and 

social enterprise pathways being the most significant, notwithstanding 

the difficulties of building financial sustainability. The Arts Council is 

encouraging the artistic community to explore the second option through
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its Arts Impact Fund, but one again with the caveat that any organization 

requesting funding must “have a positive impact on society” (Arts Council, 

n.d.) [author’s italics] a judgement, which will once again be in the hands 

of functionaries who are responsible for responding to governmental 

targets. There is potentially some scope in the formation of wider 

associations, which might take devolved responsibility away from the Arts 

Council. Organisations with artistic membership and representation, like 

the National Rural Touring Forum within the rural community sector, or 

the Independent Theatre Council could potentially become the locus for 

funding decisions within a particular sphere of focus. 

There are some Community Theatre companies globally, who 

have managed to tread the fine line between generating income from 

private sources, and the creation of powerful transformative/integrative 

performances firmly located within their communities, but they are rare. 

The Castillo Theatre in New York, part of the All Stars project, has been 

very successful in raising income through its public fundraising activities, 

although it is helped in its objectives by being part of a significantly larger 

charitable organization the ‘All Stars Project’, which creates and manages 

“innovative outside-of-school, educational and performing arts activities 

for tens of thousands of poor and minority young people” (Castillo 

Theatre, n.d.) primarily in New York and Chicago. Unashamedly political, 

the Castillo Theatre’s director, Dan Friedman, produces innovative, 

challenging, experimental drama, and provides New York’s “multi-racial 

home for Black theatre” (Castillo Theatre, n.d.).  Similarly, in Italy, the 

Fatalamanga 23 Art Farm seeks to develop a sustainable environment for 

the artistic development of young people in rural communities within the 

region of Puglia, alongside its radical performance-making denouncing 

“most contemporary world practices” (Fatalamanga 23, n.d.). Funded 

primarily through its activities (training, theatre, and music production), 

it is also still reliant to some extent on regional funding, having secured 

finance through the Bollenti Spiriti programme (2015), which funds the 

development of abandoned buildings as laboratories for arts and cultural 

activities.  
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Dr Brenner speaks passionately of the complexities faced by 

Community Theatre companies when they no longer have revenue 

funding provided by the state, (her company Studio/Fleischerei suffered 

within the cull known as ‘the Reform,’ a process of disinvestment in 

Viennese Community and ‘Off ’ theatre which took place in 2003), but 

she also identifies the value in being obliged to re-invent oneself, and 

to rethink practice which such radical change can bring.  Brenner calls 

in her online paper for “a fusion of artistic performance and activist 

transformation” in theatre. Her vision of Community Theatre practice 

“forging new socio-political contexts of empowerment, emancipation and 

co-existence” is both reflective of its past as a movement, and a rallying 

cry to help determine its future direction.  

In light of Brenner’s call to action it is important to state that, first 

and foremost, it should be the responsibility of artists and cultural 

operators, to refuse to accept payment to promote a vision of society 

which ultimately does not offer enfranchisement and empowerment, but 

seeks to paper over the cracks which lie beneath the surface.  Faced with 

the challenges of a neo-liberalist agenda, characterised by austerity, 

political retrenchment and fear, those who are, or who might aspire to be 

Community Theatre practitioners need to be able to identify and share 

practices of resistance. This may be an easy thing to write, but it is by no 

means easy to live. Over the past twenty-four years Gil Becher and Lisa 

Jacobson of Arma Theatre Company managed to produce extraordinarily 

powerful Community Theatre in the streets of Israel - theatre which was 

both integrative and transformative, and which received no government 

support whatsoever. Funded by their teaching activities, and their 

“savings for old age” (Jacobson, 2014), Gil and Lisa endured as artists 

within a “fragile and precarious situation due to the never-ending 

conflict between Israel and Palestine” (Jacobson, 2014) but were able 

to make both medium, and large-scale socio-political performances 

such as Government of Fools, Made in Israel, and Shpooka Tours, which 

were overtly critical of the state. Their frustration at being unable to 

cooperate with Palestinian performers “due to many difficulties on both 
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sides” (Jacobson, 2014), the dangers of working in “unsafe conditions” 

(ibid), the political situation, and the financial pressures finally meant 

that they were no longer willing to remain in Israel and are now resident 

in France.    

Although their story is salutary, their commitment to make 

challenging, community-centred work funded independently over 

almost a quarter of a century offers hope to companies, who feel that 

it is impossible to survive without government support. It is only by 

disseminating information about alternative approaches, by sharing 

hard-earned knowledge and experience that the potential for other 

models, outside state control may gradually emerge Universities 

may potentially have a part to play in this in the longer term.  There 

is a strong precedent for the emergence of popular, radical, and 

transformative, models of Community Theatre from academic 

institutions14 and the provision of residencies or the embedding of 

companies in university drama departments may offer a way to bypass 

a reliance upon Arts Council funding (although in Britain the changes in 

the Higher Education landscape highlighted in the Government’s recent 

Green Paper Fulfilling Our Potential. Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility, 

and Student Choice are likely to result in greater commercialisation, and 

the fragmentation of the sector (Department of Business Innovation and 

Skills, 2015). 

Regrettably this paper has no comfortable, or convenient 

final conclusion to offer. The author, in response to the title of this 

conference, has attempted to place the circumstances facing Community 

Theatre practitioners and Community Theatre practice in Britain ‘in 

context’. What comes next is in the hands of artists, theatre-makers, 

academics, cultural commentators, and even potentially, of politicians.
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One of the academic reviewers, who was asked to considered 

whether this paper offered a valuable contribution to this edition 

presented the author with a series of highly pertinent questions to 

respond to via email – some of which have been addressed in this 

revised version of the text, but one of which seemed more appropriate 

for colleagues producing work outside the UK to reflect on, and answer 

if they are able to do so (personal communication, December 1, 2015). 

The question is: “What could be the implications of these insights for the 

smaller society, where community theatre practitioners are completely 

marginalised?”

Answering this question, and solving the conundrum of this paper’s 

subtitle is going to be an uphill struggle. What is heartening is that 

considerations of, and discussions about Community Theatre practice are 

beginning to rise up the agenda. In 2012, as part of its Directors Forum, 

the Young Vic Theatre in London organised a debate entitled “Shouldn’t 

All Theatre be Community Theatre?” (London Bubble Theatre Company, 

2012). The same question, slightly reframed, formed the basis for an 

event curated by playwright Sara Clifford at the University of Brighton 

in December 2014, and finally the organisers of the 2015 symposium 

“Theatre Within the Context… and not Just Theatre”, which this 

publication reflects upon, decided to include Community Theatre as one 

of its strands of enquiry. It is instructive to note that the three speakers 

that were asked to lead the subject dialogue chose to speak about the 

“enigma” of Community Theatre”, asked the question “why Community 

Theatre?” and addressed the “problem” with Community Theatre.   
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Temelji prakse pozorišta zajednice unutar kontrakulturalnog pozorišnog 

pejsaža šezdesetih omogućili su pojavu određenog oblika demokratskog, i 

često revolucionarnog pozorišta koje je želelo da izvrši transformaciju, kao 

i da svojoj publici pruži osećaj zajedništva. Počev od osamdesetih godina 

prošlog veka tradicije, prakse i kulturalne estetike koje su se odnosile na 

pozorište zajednice sve više su ostajale zaklonjene, zakoračajući i ugrađujući 

se u modele poslovanja koji podržavaju kulturalnu hegemoniju, i državno-

sponzorsku viziju zajednice. Autor smatra da treba pronaći alternativne 

oblike finansiranja ukoliko akteri pozorišta zajednice žele da odole ovom 

kontinuiranom procesu asimilacije. 

Ključne reči: pozorište zajednice, kulturalna hegemonija, kulturne politike

Čija sila, toga i pravda: 

Problem pozorišta zajednice
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Contemporary theatrical Fools working in participatory practices 

believe not only can they facilitate the production of new forms of 

theatre, but also that in the process of doing so, they can actually create 

alternative and more developmental ways of being, understanding and 

living together. This paper begins to examine a general history of the 

Fool character both within and without formal theatre and consider how 

best to understand his/her activities in the contemporary world. The 

greatest theatrical Fools helped us suspend our disbelief of the dramatic 

scene, can contemporary Fools help us suspend our belief in the current 

political and social status quo? 

Keywords: fool, playing, theatre, participation, carnival
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In our neo-liberal age characterized by ongoing environmental 

destruction, armed conflict and democratic crises surely only a Fool would 

consider the theatre an effective tool with which to challenge dominant 

hegemony. Indeed probably only a Fool would imagine, let alone try and 

produce, alternatives to the current globalized, capitalized, commoditized 

planet. 

Contemporary theatrical Fools working in participatory practices believe 

not only that they can facilitate with others the production of new forms 

of theatre, which critiques neo-liberal means of societal construction (and 

destruction), but also that in the process of doing so, they can actually create 

alternative and more developmental ways of being, understanding and living 

together.

Whether such artists/Fools are right in their beliefs is a question that 

goes beyond the scope of this paper (and most Fools would not care if they 

were right or not!). Rather, what will begin to be explored here is a general 

history of the Fool character both within and without formal theatre, and 

consider how best to understand their activities in the contemporary world. 

The Historic Fool

The earliest records of the cultural life of human societies reveal the 

presence of figures, whose role is to provoke laughter by depicting the 

absurdity of the human condition; not just the more obvious and excessive 

vanities and pretentions of the rich and powerful, but that very absurdity, 

which confronts an ever-changing, time-bound species.   

Throughout history and in almost every society we see the Fool figure 

as social functionary; manifest as trickster, shaman, clown or healer. What 

is common throughout all historical instances of the Fool is that they are 

given a licence to critique the host society’s norms through parody, play and 

disruption (Prentki, 2012).

Where situations seem to be locked into fixed positions the Fool (the 

clown or the trickster, however they are known) uses the device of play in 

both senses; trying out what fiction and imagination might achieve and 
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looking for any signs of play, that is movement in the materials presented to 

them. They, more than other members of their species, experience the world 

as a constant process of flux, of becoming rather than being. That is why for 

the Fool, certainties are always illusionary and attempts of their fellows to 

arrive at a steady state are doomed to fail.

Before their emergence as theatrical figure, the Fool found licence 

to play in carnival; the Feast of Fools as Bahktin (1984) describes it 

is was a temporary place free from the norms of society, where Fools 

were seen as Kings and Queens (be they from the Church, Aristocracy, 

Commerce or Royalty). The carnival was a place where borders were 

crossed, rules flouted, and familiar differences ignored amongst a 

general inversion of the acceptable and unacceptable. As an event, 

the carnival was traditionally regarded as having no audience, only 

participants, a chance for all to experience release and renewal; a mass 

‘letting off steam’ away from pressures of conforming to dominant rules 

or roles - through the lens of the carnival all became Fools; if only for a 

short sanctioned period of time.

The Theatrical Fool

The emergence and popularity of the Fool in the mediaeval theatre 

arguably sanitized and contained the Fool in relation to society at large, 

narrowing their power and scope. However, since finding a home within 

the dramatic convention, the Fool maintained a special role as some 

sort of direct connection between the otherwise separated worlds of 

actors and audience. The Fool does not recognize the actor/audience 

divide; they continue to occupy both worlds and unlike other characters 

is acutely aware of their temporariness and synergetic relationship; 

they see themselves in them just as the audience see themselves in 

them. As Willeford (1969) points out, to the theatre audience the fool is 

‘recognizable and they interact with each of us, the part-fools who watch 

him. They are a fool only in that interaction’. (Willeford, in Prentki, 2012: 

128)
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It is only by being with and playing with others that the Fool exists 

at all. This playing induces a process of recognition on the part of 

the part-foolish audience as they connect to an archetypal collective 

unconscious that reaches back to the origin of the human species. The 

fool on stage reminds us of our limitations as humans and that wisdom is 

the capacity to see how little we can see. 

Even within the formal constraints of the theatre building, by 

occupying both the performance and non-performance space, the fool is 

an important functionary, shedding light on both. As Kott has stated:

The philosophy of the clown (fool) is that every epoch shows up 

as doubtful what has been regarded as most certain; it reveals 

contradictions inherent in what seems to have been proved by visual 

experience; it holds up to ridicule what seems obvious common 

sense and discovers truth in the absurd. (Kott, in Prentki, 2012: 33)

The Fool revels in contradiction and in doing so reminds us not of 

the unanswered questions but of the unquestioned answers.

The Contemporary Theatrical Fool

One such unanswered question for contemporary theatrical Fools 

was concerned with why they should remain within the constraints of 

purpose-built play-houses, where arguably their potential effect on 

wider society could be easily managed by contemporary Kings and 

Queens of commerce and politics. 

Their unquestioned answer was to step once more outside the 

walls of the Theatre to where their vast appetite for play, agitation, 

contradiction, inversion, breaking boundaries and making their own 

performances could be satisfied.

In seeking to create performances/carnivals outside of the 

legitimized play-houses, contemporary Fools throughout the world 

can be found playing inside a whole variety of situations, creating 

performance spaces where none before existed, transforming 

environments and those within them by their very presence. 
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It is in the world at large where the contemporary Fool’s theatrical 

experiments with (and only through direct connection with) others 

now take their legislated and non-legislated places. The most skilled 

of which continue to shift the boundaries not only of what theatre and 

performance is, but also what the world is and could be.

The contemporary Fool views the world through the lens of 

performance: there is no reality, all is performance and performances are 

made thanks only through the shared experience of playing with others. 

It is the Fool’s duty to facilitate play, to induce a change of perspective 

and behaviour, to bring a sense of carnival for as long as they can.

As with carnivals of old the Fool not only transforms the space 

of their choosing into one of performance, but transforms the identity 

of those they come in contact with. As all participants are seen only 

as performers, previously understood identities are thrown into flux; 

previously understood relations are renegotiated.

Unlicensed Play

Unlike the mediaeval Fools, the most inspired contemporary Fools 

often work without the sanction of contemporary Kings or the theatre 

establishment. They are still fulfilling their theatrical role as functionary, 

but outside of the sanctioned playhouse they are no longer told what to 

say, what to think or where to play – the world is their oyster!   

It is no accident where these new Fools play and with whom. Their 

choices about where to play are driven by their sense of social justice, 

human rights, abuse of power, political corruption, folly and other such 

ancient pillars of human existence. But for the contemporary Fool the 

scene is not fiction but reality. 

It is to the actual places that they regard as being the scenes of 

greatest repression and human suffering that the Fool is attracted in 

order to find play: homes for the elderly, schools, prisons, universities, 

psychiatric hospitals, political parties, care homes etc.
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The theatrical methods each Fool uses to carnivalize such 

environments vary as widely as the theatre vocabulary itself. They 

may enter the environment announced or unannounced (licensed or 

otherwise), take a range of different guises from the ‘highest’ to the 

‘lowest’ therein, commence play directly or indirectly and maintain the 

performance for the shortest or the longest time. They may leave with a 

fanfare and applause ringing in their ears, or be chased out by a mob, in 

the full glow of the spotlight or under a cloud of darkness. 

Impact

Just as with all Fools in the past, the contemporary Fool’s carnival, 

play or show is temporary. They stay as long as playing is taking place, 

and disappear as the moment ends. 

These kind of activates can be regarded as deconstruction in 

action; but at the same time as something is being dismantled, new 

performances are being reconstructed with the dismantled material, if 

only for a short period of time. 

It may appear that these fools are involving themselves in 

reconstruction in order to somehow improve the environment in which 

they are playing or those participants they find there, but typically 

they are rather the anarchist in this respect; they seek not to replace 

one system with another, but rather believe in the power of the shared 

performance to linger in the hearts and minds of the participants: this 

has always been the nature and impact of Fooling and remains so, even 

in the contemporary context.

This characteristic can be one of the most frustrating aspects of 

the Fool for those of us who share their concerns about injustice, etc. It 

makes it very difficult for us to understand (let alone measure) the kind 

of impact the Fool’s performance may have had, and following the game 

the Fool is unavailable for comment as they go off to play somewhere 

else.  
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A fool does not necessarily unmask illusions to reveal reality. 

Beyond the earthbound vision of the wise fool, undreamed of in his 

philosophy are beauties charms delights hopes – possibilities the fool 

does not value and cannot know. Touchstone is always fooling and if 

he had his druthers, the game would never end. (Bell, 2011: 6)

The difficulties we face in researching further the illusive, evasive, 

playful, ephemeral activities of these contemporary theatre artists may 

leave us feeling frustrated. But each time we see our contemporary Kings 

being undermined, injustice being exposed, the previously voiceless 

speaking, our leaders being humbled or we find ourselves ‘a head taller’ 

than we previously thought ourselves to be: look carefully at how this 

happened, it could be that a Fool had a hand in making this happen. 

The Fool shows us that there will always be play to be found even 

in the most dominant of hegemonies; and it is their foolish optimism and 

stubbornness that shows us this and is deserving of our applause: for it is 

the Fools who are undertaking the most theatrical of tasks – reimagining 

our world. The greatest theatrical Fools helped us suspend our disbelief of 

the dramatic scene; the greatest contemporary Fools help us suspend our 

belief in the world as it appears. 

“Between Ought and Is the Fool shows us ‘Much value in If ’” 

Touchstone (Shakespeare, 1980: 4).
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Savremene pozorišne Lude, aktivne u participatornim praksama, veruju 

ne samo da mogu uticati na produkciju novih pozorišnih formi, već i da tim 

procesom mogu zapravo stvoriti alternativne i razvojno izdašnije načine 

da budu sa drugima, da se razumeju, i da žive zajedno. Ovaj rad ispituje 

kako se istorijski razvijala uloga Lude unutar i van formalnih pozorišnih 

okvira, i razmatra na koji način se mogu razumeti njene/njegove aktivnosti u 

savremenom svetu. Najveće pozorišne lude pomogle su nam da odustanemo 

od skepse prema dramskoj sceni, mogu li nam savremene Lude pomoći da 

učinimo isto kada je u pitanju politički i socijalni status quo?    

Ključne reči: luda, igranje, pozorište, participacija, karneval 
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This paper attempts to identify the potential relationship between 

a theatre as a starting point for practicing freedom, and a prison as 

an institution of oppression organised hierarchically according to the 

principles of punishment and control. In addition, the connection, 

similarities and differences between the correctional theatre and the 

theatre of rebellion are looked into as well as the possibility of creation 

and survival of the theatre of rebellion in the penal system. In this paper, 

the author will present a case study of the legislative theatre project in 

which the closure of the circle of play took place i.e. the removal of the 

theatrical ramp and intertwining of reality and mimesis. 

Keywords: legislative theatre, Augusto Boal, prison theatre, human rights, 

theatre of rebellion
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FROM CORRECTIONAL THEATRE TO THE THEATRE OF REBELLION

For a long time, public executions were legitimate and socially 

acceptable form of criminal offenders’ punishment. If we were to try to 

give even a superficial analysis of the structure of a public execution, 

we could not help but notice that those resembled a theatrical act 

in every segment. They used to a have a protagonist, an antagonist, 

drama and audience – at which the protagonist in this case is an 

antihero, and the antagonist, i.e. the executor, is the bearer of the 

sword of justice and in a certain way represents a positive character. 

In this dismal comparison between public executions and theatre the 

role of the execution organiser should be stressed. In accordance with 

the laws and rules active at the time, special attention was paid to the 

preparation of the act of torture and execution. The executor had to 

be quite inventive both in respect of the place of torture/execution, its 

duration (one or several acts e.g. cutting off body parts in phases), the 

audience’s position in relation to the act and also in respect of the act 

of torture/execution. It was carefully designed with a good knowledge of 

human anatomy and time/manner of certain body parts disintegration. 

This dramaturgy of horror occasionally introduced other participants: 

a priest, a judge, a herald... All this used to be conceived, prepared and 

performed with special attention because the act of execution/torture 

was aimed at achieving several results: the state/the king/the ruler 

was to demonstrate their power, to publicly humiliate the offender and 

to make them powerless and worthless; to punish the offender to the 

extent of their utter annihilation; and to provoke the feeling of terror, 

whilst providing a moral lesson to the audience (Foucault, 1997). In that 

sense, this performance of death corresponds to Aristotle's catharsis, the 

purpose of which is to “arouse fear and pity for the purification of such 

acts“ (Aristotle, 384-22 BC/1996). However, the difference is that unlike 

Greek tragedy, in this human tragedy there is no imitation of an action, 

i.e. mimesis, but the very action is the truth itself.
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There is another thing that should be brought to our attention when 

speaking of public executions – the body. M. Foucault argues “But the 

body is also directly involved in a political field; power relations have 

an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it” 

(Foucault, 1997).

Prison – Enslavement of Soul

Ever since that point in the history of civilisation when the majority 

of countries15 abolished the public execution16 practice, tortures and 

quartering17 of criminal offenders and moved on to institutionalised 

form of punishment through isolation, confinement and other forms of 

deprivation known as prison, an opportunity arose for practicing art. In 

what way?

Namely, the original form of public punishment focused on the 

human body and the public aspect of punishment, whereas the creation 

of prisons opened a new chapter of understanding punishment. It is 

hidden from the public eye and in time, along with the development 

of prisons the focus is shifted from the body to the soul/mind of the 

punished person. A prison was increasingly becoming a place the 

purpose of which is not so much to torture the offenders, but rather to 

rehabilitate them. New disciplines found their place in prison, among 

which are psychology, psychiatry and pedagogy.

With this transition and action in the domain of human soul, the 

doors to many artistic disciplines were opened. Albeit, that process was 

slow and difficult and the majority of penitentiaries were not included in 

it. However, a new trend for treating the inmates was set.
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FROM CORRECTIONAL THEATRE TO THE THEATRE OF REBELLION

It seems that theatre managed to get inside the prison walls much 

harder and much later than music, visual arts and literary work. Theatre 

is a collective art that imitates life and thus its presence provokes much 

more attention and suspicion.

As art touches the very person, soul, freedom and critical thinking 

and a prison is a place of control, judgment, coercion, blackmail and 

oppression of all kinds one cannot help but wonder: to what extent 

is practicing art in prison a free and liberating process rather than 

a process instructed and controlled by an institution and as such – 

manipulative? How big is the field of creative liberty in a theatrical 

practice18 in prison?

Prison represents a strictly controlled social structure with clearly 

divided roles. In prison, hierarchy and power are everything. Opposed to 

the formal prison system (expert services, guards, administration) there 

is also an informal prison system created by inmates according to the 

image and model of the formal one with the same hierarchy and division 

of roles and power, but certainly with an expressed additional pathology. 

Informal system represents the inverse image of the formal one; its 

reverse reflection in the mirror. 

More than any other artistic discipline, a theatrical act has always 

drawn greater attention both to other inmates and prison management. 

By its nature, theatre leaves a strong impression; it wakes you up, thrills, 

raises questions, and forms opinions. Due to its ritual origin, it unites 

people and creates ad hoc communities in the single time and space. The 

essence of prison is quite opposite to that. No community can be formed 

inside prison because it represents a threat to the order. The majority 

of modern prisons heads towards total isolation of an individual and 

loss of any human contact with them and among them, transferring the 

duty of guarding the prisoners to technological solutions. However, even 
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despite this, communities do get formed inside prisons (through informal 

system of classes, casts, gangs etc.), but such social architecture is based 

on power and interest. When it comes to theatre, the community members 

unite driven by shared emotions and ideas and such union can be extremely 

threatening to the prison order. Theatre scrutinizes reality and therefore, it 

is quite possible that it would serve to analyze the system and roles in it – 

by which the very foundations of the prison social hierarchy would become 

subject to suspicion and criticism. Thus, theatre represent a potential threat 

both to the official and also informal penitentiary system. Free, critical 

thinking does not suit either one of those as they are both grounded in 

unquestionable obedience. Any other kind of association based neither 

on criminal nor on correctional context is deeply subversive and as such 

undesirable in prison. Albeit, not every theatre causes disturbance.

Correctional Theatre19 

Starting on one hand from historical materials available on theatres in 

prisons (Biljanovski, 1994; Solženjicin, 1988), and on the other relying on a 

six-year continuous experience and practice carried out by ApsArt Centre 

for Theatre Research within Serbian penal system, a conclusion arose that 

the most desirable form of theatrical action in correctional institutions 

is a correctional theatre. How can we define correctional theatre? Prison 

management tends to instrumentalise theatre in order to conduct certain 

psycho-social changes. It is a theatre which, in a certain way, is initiated 

or controlled by the prison management or artists who comply with prison 

management requirements, aimed at achieving some of the following goals: 

entertaining inmates, relieving the tensions on the block, triggering the 

feeling of guilt, developing new forms of thinking, changing ideological 

matrices, developing new behaviour models, or re-distributing the power in 

the informal system (inmate prison hierarchy).
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to describe the type of a theatre that is directly or indirectly used by an institution (prison, 
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institutional agenda.



This kind of theatre is characterized by several forms. One of 

them is the entertaining prison theatre with a humorous character, and 

deals with funny topics or delivers comical performance. Its purpose 

is to entertain, cheer people up, relieve the stress, make people forget 

about the hardships of their bleak everyday life by taking them into 

some other world, thus relieving the tension among the inmates and 

their system-related struggles. Such kind of theatre is welcome as a 

guest performance or even as a prison production. Prison management 

quite often seek to put up a play – recital around New Year or some 

other suitable holiday. If the production is not dealing with some 

popular comedy, then another desirable performance could be a recital 

comprised of reciting poems, impersonations, sketches, and singing. 

Prison management wishes everybody to be entertained – inmates to 

forget where they are and how they feel, and the employees to go home 

believing that they did a good deed by providing for the pleasant event 

to happen. If the basic purpose of such a theatre is to entertain, how can 

we refer to it as a correctional? In this case the term correctional is used 

from the penal system aspect because it is believed that people can be 

corrected by mere entertainment (e.g. guest performance or production 

of light comedies). Actually, here entertainment is used to preserve 

status quo, which is one of the pillars of prison system preservation 

in the form as it is today. Critical attitude towards reality as a form of 

human spirit activity in the prison system is quite undesirable and lacks 

support. The inmates rarely use it believing deeply that they are correct, 

i.e. that they are the victims of the system, whereas the management 

does not use it believing that the system should not be analysed (i.e. it is 

correct) as it would be directly jeopardised that way.

Certainly, this type of entertaining prison theatre has its advantages 

and true benefits. Laughter is surely therapeutic20 and the fact that the 

inmates finally get to be engaged in something completely different than 

their prison routine and lifestyle can still have positive effects. Yet, in 

a long run, such type of theatre disguises reality, normalizes standard 

pathological phenomena and blurs the possibility of undergoing change 
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(both personal and that of the system), thus becoming just another 

one in a series of manipulations the inmates are exposed to by being 

imprisoned.

Speaking of laughter, we must stress that laughter can be dangerous 

and fatal if directed at those who hold power, either at actors, systems 

or highly-ranked inmates in the informal prison system. However, this 

kind of mockery is rare and undesirable because power holders cannot 

be ridiculed. It is regarded as an assault of authority, both official and 

unofficial, and ultimately of the system because such outbursts are often 

sanctioned in a way.  

The second possible form of correctional theatre is closer to the 

very meaning of this term, than the entertaining theatre is, given that 

its purpose is to correct, change, instruct and may be referred to as 

instructive prison theatre. This form is quite popular in prisons with 

political prisoners in which the change of ideological matrix is one of 

mandatory re-educational tasks of the penal system. 

Instructive prison theatre is, in the eyes of prison management, the 

most desirable form of theatrical practice in prison. The final outcome 

depends on how the work with inmates is organised. If the person/

director/theatre practitioner approaches the work openly, without a 

prepared text or projected outcome, by using dramatic exercises and 

improvisations that focus on personal experience – it is possible that the 

inmates, after a prolonged work process (6-12 months), would embark 

on introspection. Only if their initiative is that such experience and new 

insights are not left as a part of dramatic process, but that they are 

converted into a play. Then such a play has the spirit of a true theatre 

that allows freedom to its participants and changes them during the 

process. 
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testify of therapeutic properties of laughter. They claimed that laughter (although caused 
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However, the line between suggesting, instructing and total freedom 

is often thin and blurred. Anyhow, this is a topic for a separate, more 

extensive paper. Professor James Thompson sees the difference between 

the rehearsal process prescribed by a therapist/theatre practitioner 

containing desirable changes and behaviours of the inmates, and the 

scripted process developed by the participants themselves, stressing 

that the first process becomes an exercise in learning the right way /

model and the second one is actually discovering the appropriate 

path/model (Thompson, 1999). He unambiguously stressed that those 

who work with inmates should put all their efforts into encouraging 

spontaneity in thinking, rather than encouraging blind acceptance of 

what is considered to be correct. The fact that he embarked on in-depth 

research of this topic, speaks of the widespread tendency to instruct and 

correct inmates.   

On the other hand, instructive prison theatre can be much more 

directly implemented and orchestrated by prison management. This 

phenomenon in its entirety can be seen in prisons where political 

prisoners are kept. Numerous accounts of convicts who spent their days 

of captivity in the Soviet Gulag or in Goli Otok prison camp undoubtedly 

speak of serious interventions of the camp management. By analysing 

the fact that prison camp management used theatre as a correctional 

tool we can conclude that they always showed good understanding of 

the power of the theatrical act, although in its basis theatre had the 

power that both prison and camp management were aware of. The 

management interference started from the selection of cast to delivering 

synopsis or dramatic text to be performed, to the series of manipulations 

and sanctions that are imposed against the inmates who took part in 

it. Such play/show most often puts inmates in the position of traitors, 

collaborators, reactionary individuals, lower beings, etc. All the while, the 

topic revealed management’s illegal and anti-governmental activities, 

most often in a quite clichéd and direct manner.
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The third form of the correctional theatre that can be singled out 

is the prison stereotype theatre. Prison is the institution that is quite 

isolated from the rest of the society. Its very existence and the need 

to understand how life functions inside has always intrigued the public 

and lately also the media. The purpose of the play is to present inmates' 

explicit repentance for the crime they committed or the manner in 

which they continue to move within the same circles of crimes. These 

plays only multiply the rooted stereotypes of inmates. An inmate is a 

person, whose personality is as complex as of any other non-convicted 

human being. Any form of reduction of the dramatic character only to 

the dimension of a convict, and everything in connection to it, is one-

dimensional and intentional as it suggests that it cannot be done any 

other way. And that is a new kind of conviction for the already convicted 

person – once a criminal always a criminal. Even the employees like to 

see them in such plays, because they start thinking of them as harmless, 

because they did not transcend the roles in which they see them every 

day. Such a theatrical approach is what hungry media sensationalism 

feasts on. Everything ends with tacky and pretentious headlines which 

only the penal system can benefit from, because it achieves the self-

validation of its righteousness and purposefulness in the social context. 

The author of such a play does not have to be aware of a context, and 

their intention in realisation can be an honest one. However, it is a good 

thing to understand how easy it is to slip into this kind of stereotype. 

Theatre of Rebellion21 

The theatre of rebellion is the theatre that aspires to be a training 

ground for practicing freedom; both personal and social one. Rebellion 

in personal sense is a rebellion against the old self and striving towards 
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a better one, whereas rebellion in social sense signifies the need to 

observe the social context critically, and also not only to observe it but 

rather to change it through action. By including certain social groups and 

individuals in dramatic processes, we encourage people, groups, problems, 

ideas to be heard and thus become visible. The theatre of rebellion is the 

voice of all those who were left voiceless and who wish to change things 

and be changed. Such theatre must emerge in an open work process with 

the unknown outcome, instead of a pre-arranged, imposed, expected one! 

This process and the play as its result are possible only if the advocates 

of such process (group/director/theatre practitioner/therapist) win 

the battle for freedom from repertoire policy, ideological matrix, donor 

agenda, political pressure, stylish trends, expectations of the institution/

employees, and they direct their entire creative energy towards freedom 

for spontaneity, truth, honesty, support. 

The theatre of rebellion is formed when there is an urgent need to 

tell a story, to stretch out a hand towards the community, to stress the 

existence, to draw attention, to show the different side and celebrate it. 

The theatre of rebellion is possible in prison, but it is necessary 

that the organization or individual who manages dramatic process is 

completely independent from the institution i.e. prison; not to be employed 

or financed by prison management. It also takes a lot of balancing skills 

with all elements of control and suppression, because this theatre and its 

essence of practicing freedom defy basic postulates of the penal system. 

The real question and challenge is how to be subversive; how to enable 

this field of practicing freedom for the inmates. Further, how to be critical, 

if required by the group, without jeopardising the participants and the 

process itself. Because when the inmates are critical towards themselves 

and the situations that occur in informal prison system, they become 

outcasts and get rejected or severely punished by other inmates. And 

when they want to be critical of the system, it is simply unacceptable. 

Although it is something that both the inmates and the employees talk 

about, it simply is not allowed to make a play about it. How can a live, 

vibrant and true theatre of rebellion22 be staged in prison then? 
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Legislative Theatre – Theatre as a Legal Action

Legislative Theatre was created as an extension of the Theatre of the 

Oppressed, whose creator was Augusto Boal, a Brazilian director and an 

activist (Boal, 1998). The main idea of the Theatre of the Oppressed is that 

the theatre should become the means in the service of people, i.e. social 

groups deprived of their rights in the struggle for more just and humane 

society. Following the footsteps of Brecht's epic theatre, this kind of theatre 

was supposed to make the viewer understand that reality is a concept 

that can be changed, Augusto Boal sets the creation and performance of a 

dramatic play in a community. The very members of the oppressed social 

group create and most often stage the play themselves in the community, 

with the idea of communicating the case of a specific social injustice to the 

audience, and also allowing the audience to try and change such matrix, thus 

using theatre as a practice or a rehearsal for reality. 

In the very title of his book “Legislative Theatre“ Boal (1998) makes 

a clear reference to its function – the use of theatre for policy making. He 

further argues that the aim of the Legislative Theatre is not catharsis but 

dynamisation. Its purpose is not to pacify the audience and make it accept 

social circumstances as they are, but to provoke a strong desire for change 

in the audience. And further beyond, the legislative theatre has a mission to 

incorporate that desire in law. 
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the play was performed at BITEF Poliphony and thus it also had a chance to welcome 
international audience.



“From Law Breaking to Lawmaking“

Legislative Theatre in the Penal System in Serbia 2013/2014 – 

A Case Study

 

The project implemented by ApsArt in 2013, together with two partner 

human rights organizations (YUCOM – Yugoslav Lawyers' Committee for 

Human Rights and Belgrade Centre for Human Rights), was a unique project 

in Europe in a sense that it was meant to include the entire penal system 

of a country and the majority of prison population. The statistics that 

speak of the conditions in Serbian prisons were indicating unfavourable 

results, starting from the general increase in the number of inmates through 

institutions being over crowded, bad health protection and numerous 

cases of excessive use of force23. Our basic idea was to start with the 

inmates and their needs and views, and for the first time in the history of 

the penal system in Serbia (and many other countries) to include them in 

the decision-making process, i.e. public policy-making, that concerned the 

improvement of their position. In this case, we focused on amendments or 

improved implementation of the law that regulated imprisonment – Law on 

Execution of Criminal Sanction (2014) and bylaws – Rulebook on Treatment, 

Compliance Program; Rulebook on House Rules of Correctional Facilities and 

District Prisons (2010). 

One may wonder: Why is it so important to a society or a country to 

improve the position of inmates, i.e. those who are directly responsible for 

the most various crimes and atrocities committed against that very society? 

One of the answers could be – for a simple reason that the current situation 

in the Serbian penal system directly disqualifies and makes the existence 

of such a system senseless because its original role was intended to be a 

correctional one. 
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23 The number of imprisoned people in Serbia (convicted felons and those in custody) has 
been constantly increasing since 2005, both in prison and in detention units: e.g. in 2002, 
there were 6,200 people arrested and in 2006 even 7,900, and finally by the mid-2012 the 
figure rose up to 12,000 inmates. The Council of Europe Committee for the Prevention of 
Torture in its report also stressed the serious issues related to overcrowded of correctional 
facilities, given that Serbia today has the highest rate in Europe (152%).



Apart from isolating unwanted social elements, the figures, reports and 

numerous affairs indicated that it was still a place for criminal training of 

offenders and a place full of various wrong-doings, corruption and crimes 

committed both by inmates and the staff 24.  The recurrence rate in Serbia 

exceeded 60%25. We were the witnesses of this during the implementation of 

all project phases. 

From its very beginning From Law Breaking to Lawmaking had the 

support of the Ombudsman i.e. the protector of citizens for the people 

deprived of freedom, and the permit of the Administration for the Execution 

of Criminal Sanctions (that was informed in writing of the project goal and all 

the related activities). 

The project was planned as follows26: a great number of inmates (around 

400) from two correctional facilities (Correctional Facility in Sremska 

Mitrovica and the District prison in Novi Sad) participated in a certain 

number of dramatic workshops, where personal stories were told and topical 

problems were dealt with by using interactive techniques and dramatic 

improvisations. Our legal team included a lawyer and legal consultants, and 

the theatrical team consisted of a playwright, a director, former inmates (and 

actors) who are long-time associates of ApsArt and a professional actor. 

The outcome of the workshops was the forum play Prison Resort created as 

a team project, which consisted of four stories that addressed four topical 

issues/problems of the penal system:
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report) contain the following information: in the period from 2012-2014 the proceedings that 

abuse (Criminal Code, art.136 and 137) – 13 cases! This does not include numerous actions 
against corruption, abuse of power, bribery etc.
25 A thorough research dealing with recidivism i.e. recurrence rate was never conducted, but 
professional literature and debates stipulate that the estimated figure ranges from 60 to 
70%.
26 Promotional video of the Project is available on: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=J2RbTkw2XDg
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health protection, treatment, excessive use of force and reintegration after 

release from prison. The play was to be performed in six major correctional 

facilities and in theatres in four major cities – Belgrade, Kragujevac, Niš and 

Novi Sad. After all those plays had been performed, the matters discussed 

during interaction with the audience were to be formulated by our legal 

team into a dozen of amendments/improvements of the existing laws; 

this project was actually conceived as a form of a public debate. Those 

proposals were to be returned as a questionnaire to a larger number of 

inmates (around 1,000) in correctional facilities and the same were sent to 

be filled out by expert public. Out of ten proposals, three with the greatest 

number of votes were finally selected as the most urgent ones, and with the 

Ombudsman's support and through public pressure and presentation to the 

decision-makers in the Parliament such three issues were supposed to be 

moved as resolutions. 

How did it actually look like in reality? In addition to encountering 

obstructions27 every step of the way during the project implementation, 

although (at first) we were granted permits of the Administration for the 

Execution of Criminal Sanctions28, what really happened was something that 

we may call a radical removal of the theatrical ramp between the theatrical 

act and reality. The arranged, conventional theatrical space becomes 

abolished. This removal of the ramp did not imply interaction with the 

audience, dramatisation of contents coming from the audience etc, but it 

happened on a much deeper level entering powerfully the real lives of the 

participants on three sides (project team, employees of the Administration 

for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions, female inmates) and spreading in all 

directions.

27 Later on AECS banned and prevented the project final realization, in addition to banning 
the performances in prisons and conducting polls/distributing questionnaieres to inmates.
28 Hereinafter AECS.



Theatre Changes the Reality – Case Study No.1 

Generating situations according to the play  

synopsis, protagonist: the project team

The play Prison Resort (at inmates' choice) deals with the four 

biggest problems in prison: health protection, treatment, torture and 

acceptance into the community. Numerous situations were specifically 

played out in which an inmate gets drawn into an endless maze of 

writing briefs (hand-written appeals for exercising certain rights or 

needs), becoming a victim of the bureaucracy that provides neither 

a clear information nor a solution to the problem. In such a system, 

the same rules do not apply for everybody, and an inmate often gets 

reluctantly drawn into a network of blackmails, snitching and false 

testimonies for the system's “higher cause”. 

Already after the first performance of the Prison Resort in the 

District Prison in Novi Sad, upon fantastic reception of the play with 

the inmates, interventions, dialogues and specific proposals that were 

made, we encountered employees' disapproval. After the performance, 

the District Prison in Novi Sad filed a complaint with the administration 

of the Institute for the Execution of the Criminal Sanctions. This was 

followed by a performance in the Correctional Facility in Sremska 

Mitrovica for around 250 inmates. Although everything ran smoothly 

and with a lot of dialogue, interventions and suggestions, the interactive 

segment with the audience was stopped abruptly by the security officer 

in charge. The performance at the Prison Resort in the Correctional 

Facility in Sremska Mitrovica was soon enough followed by a complaint 

filed by the institution’s employees.

After that, team members, particularly the author of this paper, 

found themselves in a whirlpool of pressures, set-ups, blackmails, delays, 

accusations, silent pressure from the Administration for the Execution 

of Criminal Sanctions, in addition to all situations described in the play 

inmates/the protagonists were performing through our project. The same 

as in the play, when the truth must not come out, the main character 
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got exposed to pressures, blackmails and threats, and in our case 

the circle of threats and well-intentioned advices spread beyond the 

Administration for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions29.

At one of the meetings, the entire project team concluded that a series 

of events that enfolded bore irresistible resemblance to the text of our 

play and the best thing would be to make the fifth story out of it, because 

it corroborated the (non)functioning of the system, which was recounted 

in the previous four stories. Certainly, that did not happen because the 

pressure we were exposed to was unbearable. We were requested to change 

the text of the play, because our play “polarizes, depicts the employees 

as monsters“ and “may provoke prison riots“. Such an attitude shows the 

lack of understanding of elementary psycho-social causalities according to 

which it is favourable that people under pressure are allowed to express 

themselves, share their discontent. It contributes to a significant release of 

personal and group tensions; otherwise, they tend to erupt. Security was the 

key argument. Although there was not even a sign of an incident whatsoever 

during the performance, the argument that the play may be a threat to 

the prison security became a legitimate statement that put the entire 

project in danger. Theatrical dialogue was not possible and the inmates 

were not allowed to express themselves, because it was a dangerous thing 

to do. Without any official notice on banning the play, the pre-arranged 

and announced performance of the play in the Correctional Facility for 

Minors in Valjevo was postponed by phone (never to be allowed again). 

New negotiations and pressures followed, and we were promised another 

performance in the Women's Correctional Facility in Požarevac. However, 

this time the system was ready for us.

29 Namely, a certain number of phone calls and suggestions came from an OSCE employee, 
the organisation engaged in the implementation of the EU standards in Serbia. Our case 
showed that the OSCE members are prepared to accept a huge number of compromises 
when it comes to the improvement of the inmates' position and rights. Although they were 
those who gave assessment that “the play illustrates the conditions in Serbian prisons 
better than any report ever written in relation thereto“, after the pressures received from 
the Administration for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions the new suggestion was “art 
must be adjusted“. 



Theatre Changes the Reality – Case Study No.2 

Generating situations, i .e. creation of meta-theatrical act according 

to the play synopsis, protagonists: female inmates, employees 

of the Women's Correctional Facility in Požarevac

At the meeting held in the Women's Correctional Facility in 

Požarevac, only three members of our team were present, while on the 

other side ten representatives of the system (three members of the 

Administration for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions among whom 

was the head of security affairs and seven employees of the Women's 

Correctional Facility together with the prison warden) were there. None 

of them had ever seen the play before. The meeting was summoned 

with the purpose of us presenting a somewhat altered script and in 

order to start a dialogue between the project team and the Women's 

Correctional Facility staff members with the idea of allowing the other 

side to be heard, i.e. to become aware of the issues that the employees of 

the Women's Correctional Facility face and with the purpose of ensuring 

their support during the play instead of the odium that may be provoked 

again. However, the meeting went in quite a different direction as we 

were asked to retell orally the new, corrected versions of stories. Such 

presentation was followed by fierce reactions arguing that all those 

things were unacceptable for the present parties. The point was made 

that the female inmates were sensitive and emotional, and were not apt 

to process such contents. We were told to make further alterations, that 

our altered version must show the examples of good practice, that they 

could not let us give the performance in the large prison theatre hall as 

it was promised and arranged earlier due to safety issues (“the roof may 

collapse“), that previously arranged number of inmates could not see the 

play, and that it is possible to bring only 30 of them to watch the play 

and those 30 would be chosen by the prison management. Furthermore, 

we were told that the staff neither had the intention to participate in any 

dialogue nor to address the inmates after the play.
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The entire project team was aware of the hopelessness and absurdity 

of the position we were put in, as we were asked to change everything in the 

play; otherwise, we promised that we could not do a thing. We realized that 

in such restrictive circumstances, there can not be a play. We came up with 

a joint solution to prepare an ad hoc scene for the occasion. The bottom-line 

of that scene was that there was some conflict between the inmates, and 

one of the characters had some health issues. Anyhow, at the end of the 

scene the final resolution personified by the ambulance car was a promise of 

a happy ending.

With such a prepared scene we arrived at the Women's Correctional 

Facility in Požarevac, in which the security measures were raised to the 

highest level in comparison to other performances. In a small rectangular 

40-m2 room, painted in the colourful world of Sponge Bob Squarepants, 

we welcomed the thirty chosen inmates who dressed up in fresh prison 

uniforms and waited for the play to begin looking calm and ready. Two 

most important men from the Serbian penal system security attended the 

play, accompanied by the warden who was our host; also a few correctional 

officers and, of course, female security staff members. 

After the play, which lasted no more than fifteen minutes, we engaged 

in a dialogue with the audience. The inmates raised their hands freely and 

from the things they said one could conclude that someone had previously 

briefed and prepared them for the event. They seemed to have been 

instructed to attack the play, testifying that their prison was nothing like 

shown scene and their statements varied from: “It was nothing like that 

in here“, “In our prison we get along well with our female prison guards“, 

“It was nothing like in your play“, “You must show how nice and well it is 

here“ to such statements as “We deserve to be here“, “We must put our acts 

together and obey“. At the same time, the warden solemnly stated “that the 

play presented a really representative case of their prison“. Two security 

staff members made no public comment. In this case our appropriate scene 

act generated a sort of a meta-theatrical act, because all the people present 

played their meticulously prepared and agreed roles in this sketch that we 

may call – Obstruction of Announced Play rather brilliantly.



The entire event looked like a well-directed theatrical act. A group 

of inmates gave statements that were contradictory to the contents 

presented, for which we suspect they were either blackmailed into 

or promised some kind of benefit for; in prison blackmail is a tool for 

getting what you want and everything can be traded with mercilessly. 

One can say that there were three levels of understanding, i.e. reading of 

what we showed as a play. Level one – total lack of understanding of the 

text and the subtext of the play among the inmates, due to being told, 

i.e. ordered, to attend the play. They were not allowed to think about it, 

but simply to carry out the order. Level two – the understanding of the 

text, but not the subtext was observed with the warden, who saw with 

his own eyes something that is correct and representative, failing to 

comprehend the irony of the moment. Level three – the security officers 

showed total understanding of both the text and the subtext. Such a 

conclusion is corroborated by their comments at the last meeting we had 

with the Administration for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions – “you 

tested us“, “you sacrificed the play on purpose“, “you had your fun“ etc. 

And the truth is that we decided to take such step wishing to prove that 

it did not matter what kind of a play we were to perform, because its 

bad reputation made the system act and prepare a response – its own 

sketch. The conclusion was that we must “find the middle ground“ and 

that we would be allowed to perform in prisons only when we make the 

new version of the play. In such stressful and orchestrated circumstances 

it was almost unthinkable what this new version of the play would look 

like. We prepared new versions and the time went by, yet received no 

official response to our writing from the Administration for the Execution 

of Criminal Sanctions.

The Epilogue of the Prison Resort and the Entire Project

The people in the Administration for the Execution of Criminal Sanctions 

were wise enough not to impose any oficial ban, because they wanted to avoid 

the media exposure, given that they were appearing in the media rather enough 
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due to the Ombudsman's negative reports and many prison affairs. 

They did not want us to look like the victims towards which social 

establishment would show solidarity, and yet, did everything in their 

power to obstruct the project to the very end. The Prison Resort was 

later performed only in theatres across Serbia and the realisation 

of the questionnaire/polls with the proposed law amendments and 

improvements was not allowed by the Administration for the Execution 

of Criminal Sanctions explaining that “the facilities currently lack 

capacities for such activities”. 

These two examples of removing the theatrical ramp represent the 

closing, i.e. fulfilling the circle of play. The line between theatre and life 

is erased. The roles got mixed up, made the situation blurred and very 

difficult to resolve.

The Prison Resort and all the activities related thereto initiated 

a dialogue in the community by including various stakeholders, and 

cast a light on the piled up problems of the Serbian penal system. It 

should be highlighted that the play included former convicts in the 

entire process, who used this opportunity for their social rehabilitation. 

They got back into prison not to just as individuals serving time, but as 

people with new social roles. The process of staging a play brought a 

spirit of possible changes in prisons. The inmates were thrilled and truly 

cooperative because they saw somebody who cared about truth and 

change. They recognised themselves in the play, their problems and their 

lives, and were asked to give their opinion.

The play also encouraged the system to manifest itself in its full 

vivid oppressiveness, thus contributing to the display of truth. The 

theatre of rebellion can and should be a catalyst of social reality. It 

accelerates reactions, clarifies ambiguous situations, makes events 

more clear and causes tensions in relations. The purpose of creating the 

theatre of rebellion is the process of continuous purification. There is 

no catharsis in the theatre of rebellion; no single or simple solution or 

satisfaction – everything is a perpetual process and struggle.



So let us go back to the question at the beginning of this paper: 

is it possible and how to create a vivid, vibrant and truthful theatre of 

rebellion in prison? It seems that it is. However, such a task requires 

great independence in the work process; not belonging to the circle of 

employees; readiness of the theatre practitioner to embark on a process 

outcome of which is uncertain; respect of the freedom to choose the 

participants; non-acceptance of staging appropriate festive theatrical 

events and a certain dose of subversive, i.e. stage solutions and ideas 

which, at first hand, are indiscernible to those who control, evaluate, 

censor and impose bans. 

The theatre of rebellion is not necessarily a form in the arsenal of 

the Theatre of the Oppressed. It can be dressed up in various genres and 

forms, but the spirit it creates, that brings the word of truth and stirs 

action, is what actually characterizes it. It is needed everywhere, where 

there are people, institutions, hierarchy, power in place. It is attainable 

only when those who have the courage to tell the truth and assume 

the risk appear among us. It is the trail of art, as a tool, that constantly 

causes disturbance30. 

Although correctional theatre is mainly used by the penal system, 

its creators and implementers are consciously or unconsciously most 

often a part of the penal system agenda. As mentioned before, this kind 

of theatre is often used for the preservation of the status quo in prisons. 

It should be stressed once more that in the sea of nothingness in prison 

context, the smallest trace of humane approach, creative work and 

potential freedom of spirit is more than welcome, and is unreservedly 

embraced by the inmate population. Even in those, often strictly 

controlled conditions, the possibility of a play, personal expression, 

connection, laughter, creation, can be some sort of starting point for 

what may result in an internal change and the rebellion against the old 

self. Theatre really is a conflict – so let there be rebellion! 
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Ovim radom pokušava da se utvrdi moguća veza između pozorišta 

kao poligona za praktikovanje slobode i zatvora kao opresivne institucije, 

strogo hijerarhijski organizovane u skladu sa principima kazne i kontrole. 

Takođe ispituje se veza, sličnosti i razlike između korektivnog pozorišta 

i pozorišta pobune, kao i mogućnost nastanka i opstanka pozorišta 

pobune u kaznenom sistemu. Izložena je studija slučaja predstave „Banja 

robija” koja je nastala u okviru projekta „Od kršenja do stvaranja zakona” 

realizovanog od strane ApsArta Centra za pozorišna istraživanja, u 

saradnji sa još dve organizacije JUKOM i BG Centar za ljudska prava. To 

je bilo prvi put da se u Srbiji i regionu uz pomoć legislativnog pozorišta, 

inače tekovine brazilskog reditelja Augusta Boala, pokušalo uticati na 

izmenu pravnih akata koji regulišu prava i obaveze osuđenih lica u okviru 

kaznenog sistema. Ovim pionirskim projektom i procesom koji je zahvatio 

više od 1.000 osuđenika, publiku u pet gradova Srbije, onlajn zajednicu, 

mnoge relevantne subjekte, NVO sektor, medije, a uz podršku Zaštitnika 

građana, pokrenuta su brojna pitanja u široj društvenoj zajednici oko 

organizacije i funkcionisanja kaznenog sistema. U tom procesu brojne 

prepreke, simulacije i manipulacije činile su deo svakodnevne borbe sa 

izvršnim organom kaznenog sistema tj. Upravom za izvršenje krivičnih 

sankcija koja je u krajnjem ishodu zabranila dalje izvođenje predstave po 

zatvorima kao i konačnu realizaciju projekta na pravnom planu: pozorište 

je proglašeno opasnim i nepoželjnim elementom.

Od korektivnog do pozorišta pobune –

Legislativno pozoriste u srpskom zatvorskom sistemu

Aleksandra Jelić

ApsArt Centar za pozorišna istraživanja

Beograd, Srbija
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Istinito pozorište, koje nastaje izvan očekivanog, dozvoljenog, 

prihvatljivog, pristojnog društvenog konteksta, koje stvaraju živi svedoci 

nepravde i tlačenja jeste i treba da bude svakom pojedincu/sistemu 

uznemirujuća pojava koja ne dozvoljava da se nepravda sakrije, zakloni, 

opravda. Da li smo spremni za ovakve pozorišne procese kao stvaraoci, 

na kojim mestima i pod kojim uslovima? Prepoznajemo li sisteme kontrole 

– cenzure – ucene u drugim društvenim kontekstima? Da li i kada i samo 

pozorište postaje delom društvene kontrole?

Ključne reči: legislativno pozorište, Augusto Boal, zatvor, ljudska prava, 

pozorište pobune



If the performative practices are observed from the point of view of 

media spectacle and studied as a social context created in the interaction 

of the subject (the performer) and the recipient (the audience), it is 

evident that the spectacle, interpreted by Guy Debord, becomes the main 

product of today's society. The spectacle is incorporated in the society 

as its inseparable part in a way that it becomes a specific inverse of the 

image of life that leads to its theatricality. This paper will explain the 

specific way of media representation, mediated by ideological discourse, 

which is offered to the public by the bands Let 3 and Laibach. Direct 

or indirect interpretations of their views about social reality and social 

subject are generated by emphasizing masculinity, vulgar rhetoric and 

ideological iconography. 
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The object and purpose of this paper is to represent the relationship 

between ideology through two case studies - Laibach and Let 3, as 

imaginative performances of the real world, and musical, conceptual and 

performative practice, which in the society of the spectacle has a strong 

affirmative component. A kind of subversion of the political, cultural and 

traditional moments is a basis, starting point from which they derive their own 

artistic discourse. It can also be defined as a legitimate ground on which the 

basis of their artistic status or image was formed. Exploitation of the eclectic 

and appropriative approach to transformative processes (transvestism), 

indicates transgression between genre boundaries (Biti & Grgurić, 2010). From 

a purely musical domain of expression, their focus is moved into the domain 

of the performative practices which completely redefined and transfigured 

their original artistic discourse. This paper will also explain the issue of 

decentralization of the integral author-subject viewed from poststructuralist 

theoretical platforms.

Spectacle and Performance

Performance is as comprehensive category constructed as a broad 

spectrum or continuum of actions; from rituals, games, performing arts 

(theater, dance, music) to performing social, gender, race and class roles, 

various representations and construction of actions in the media and the 

Internet (Šuvaković, 2005). While the artist's body as a medium in the 

performance in the 70s had the role of exploring its own limits and abilities in 

terms of pain endurance or violence against it (Marina Abramović), significant 

change comes about in the 80s. In other words, they begin to explore the 

ethical and multicultural issues, and identity issue (gender, racial or class). 

Such postmodern performance, according to Šuvaković, introduces narrative 

and simulation as main constituent elements, parody and ironic forms of 

behavior and emphasizes its ritual component (Šuvaković, 2005). As a kind of 

provocation that would suit the change (either in the widest sense of the term 

- political, or narrow - culture), the audience is approached directly, and the 

live presence of an artist and focus on their body, iconography and rhetoric, 

shocks the audience in an explicit and powerful manner (Goldberg, 2003).
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Socially engaged art, that is based on conforming to a particular 

ideology (in the case of Let 3 – political left, and Laibach – political 

right) and presents its own attitude towards society and its criticism, 

also represents a deliberate tool of a safe and rapid popularity with a 

wide audience. Thesis in which the society of the spectacle is always 

a struggle between tradition and innovation – the basic theme of 

internal cultural development in historical societies, and innovation is 

the one always winning (Debord, 2002), will be supported by quoting 

examples of the artistic creation of performance by Let 3 and Laibach. 

According to Guy Debord, the true value of culture can be achieved only 

by negating culture. Negation of the culture here makes an emphasis, 

evoking and exploiting the traditional elements of society. It presents 

content by using vulgar rhetoric, transvestism (Let 3), appropriation in 

the art world, or by highlighting the ideological iconography (Laibach). 

Through their creative process and ironic subversion, they try to make 

something innovative.

Genesis of bands Let 3 and Laibach

The Let 3 rock and roll band has existed since 1987 and was founded 

in Rijeka, although the beginnings of its origin date go back much 

earlier, and are closely related to the period of the wave of international 

rock and roll scene. When talking about Let 3’s origins, it is necessary 

to mention a multimedia theatrical project named '''Strukturne ptice'' 

(''Structure birds'') , whose founder and creator was Damir Martinković 

– Mrle (bass player). He had previously played in Rijeka's punk band 

named Termiti. The energetic, creative duo, which today consists of 

Zoran Prodanović – Prlja (a vocal that previously preformed with the 

Umjetnici ulice band) and Damir Martinković – Mrle, founded the group 

comprised of several musicians from Rijeka (Ivan Šarar – synthesizer 

player, Branko Kovačić Hudor – drum player, Dražen Baljak – guitar 

player, and Matej Zec – another guitar player). In order to somehow 

detach from the dominant artistic media, in this case, music, members 
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of the group Let 3 were inclined towards performative approach to 

art. They were guided by the idea to express their opposition to the 

established social conventions and/or indicate the relationship between 

art and culture through. The "Nečuveno" ("Unheard of") album was 

their first step that marked transgression from playing music towards 

performance.  

A few years before the emergence of the group Let 3, in 1980 in 

Trbovlje, a Slovenian band Laibach was founded. Members of the band 

were Milan Fras (vocals), Ivan Novak (managing light and projection), 

Dejan Knez (keyboards, electronics and drums player), Ervin Markošek 

(keyboards, electronics and drums player) and Otto Rimele (guitar 

player), and others. A short time later, in 1984, Laibach, as one of the 

main initiators in cooperation with the artist group Irwin (painter) and 

the Rdeči Pilot (theater professional), founded an art collective named 

Neue Slowenische Kunst (NSK). Much like Let 3, Laibach started their 

artistic creativity multimedia project, as well. "Red District" is a name 

of their show created with the aim of provoking then active political 

authorities in Trbovlje. Due to the use of "inappropriate" symbolism 

(black cross), which caused strong negative reactions from the audience 

and media, the show was prohibited even before it had a chance to 

take place. Artistic activity in the field of graphic design, painting, 

assembling, readymade, process of appropriation and performative 

practice of Laibach could be characterized as a form of trans avant-

garde art. Since 1980, Laibach has held over 800 concerts around the 

world, thus becoming internationally well known. The band has sold over 

one million albums. They participated in many international projects and 

11 plays, as well as wrote music for Shakespeare's Macbeth. Their music 

was used in the experimental film "The Blair Witch Project," "Spider –

Man 1" and "Alias", the USA television series. They also appeared in the 

Stanley Kubrick's film "Full Metal Jacket".

Both bands in their performances introduce ideological rituals 

through a method of comparative symbolism. The symbolism is not 

directly based on the technical aspects of linguistics, but rather on 
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different types of non-verbal marks used in rituals and art, despite 

the fact that it is familiar that all cultural languages contain important 

linguistic components, links, or signifiers. Comparative symbolism 

deals with the relationship between symbols and terms, feelings, 

values, understandings, assigned to them by their users or interpreters 

(symbolism has a semantic dimension of meaning in language and 

context).

An example of such an interpretation is the performance by the 

Let 3 band titled "Ispaljivanje čepova iz stražnjice"  ("Firing corks from 

the buttocks"), which the members of this band often repeated (among 

other things, in the Aleksandar Stanković's talk show "Nedjeljom u 

dva" on HRT/Croatian Radio and Television, which caused the show 

to be stopped from airing). The performance could be interpreted as 

meta textual, intra subjective, liminal (a marginal area where frames 

of social structures have transitioned, and social norms and values are 

temporarily abolished), and paralinguistic and extra linguistic (Rot, 

2004; Havelka, 1998). The signs belonging to the extra linguistic group 

are kinetic and proximal signs. Kinetic signs are made out of mechanic 

sensation, such as touching, and fragrances that are intentionally or 

unintentionally discharged. Throughout the procedure, vulgar rhetoric 

which Let 3 in their performances undoubtedly used, did not result from 

language, linguistic system, but rather from a more explicit and powerful 

way which illustrated speakers’ mood, their attitudes towards social 

identity, society or to the interlocutor.

The ideological iconography with the use of non-verbal symbols is 

a recognizable component of the Laibach as a band. The militant garb 

and symbols (flags, horns, deer, cross etc.) which remind of the Nazi 

symbolism, in fact represent a critique of totalitarian ideologies. If the 

action and the basic generic code of this group is interpreted through 

retro avant-garde postulates, then through their use of programmatic 

texts, they radically question representational models and point out the 

worn-out avant-garde utopian iconography in late capitalism, which gets 

frequently repeated, much like in totalitarian rituals. Their intention was 
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not to make the subversion of totalitarian codes, but rather simply create 

identification with them. Let 3 used the same approach of vulgar rhetoric 

with the aim to ridicule vulgarity (Nenad Rizvanović’s "Vulgarnošću 

ismijana vulgarnost").

Using vulgar rhetoric (according to Barthes, term grandiloquence – 

"excessive talk" of gestures, postures and one's body) indicates a high 

level of awareness towards access of socially aware criticism of reality. 

Fiske suggests that vulgar speech is an oral, oppositional participatory 

culture, that does not distinguish between performers and the audience 

(Fiske, 2001). If one had to choose between euphemism and linguistic 

distortions and iconographic conventions of the two groups, they would 

have to choose the latter, as such rhetorical games have become bands’ 

distinctive discursive form.

Victor Turner (1935/1995) connects performance, ritual and theater. 

He believes that the play is a final completion of an experience that 

emerges from what is usually closed in the depths of socio-cultural life; 

inaccessible to ordinary observation and reasoning. Through direct 

involvement in the execution of performance or its representation by 

the media, certain visual language is communicated to the audience. It 

contains rich strata of denotations and connotations, where boundary 

between fiction and reality gradually dissolves, and ideological ritual 

transfigures itself into a media spectacle.

Cyber Performance (Let 3) and intertextuality (Laibach)

The performance called "Pay and create with us" by Let 3 was 

developed as an Internet activity that preceded the release of the album 

"Bombing of Serbia and Čačak" in 2005. During this Internet activity, 

the main media sponsors were: "Iskon Internet" as a strategic and media 

partner, "Open Radio" and "24 hours" newspaper. The audience was 

invited to join the authors in creating new musical compositions, cover 

designs and content of the up-coming album. In the process of creating 

the album, two phases took place: the phase of receiving proposals and 
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the phase of voting for the best proposals. All of which was awarded by 

an arbitrary amount of money as payment. All users, after mandatory 

registration and login, could send their ideas for lyrics, arrangements 

and music, cover design and fashion line, or they could write a script for 

a new music video. On the website, therefore, one could find working 

versions of proposed songs, as well as sections with proposed album 

covers, fashion lines and music video scripts. This online performance 

that took place at the end was attended by more than 600 people from 

the Croatian and neighboring countries, and the largest payments went 

up to over than 1.000 kuna (cca 144 $). 

If this web activity could be defined as Cyber performance, it is 

certainly necessary to determine cyberspace, according to Šuvaković, 

as a nomadic space (Šuvaković, 2005). By eliminating boundaries 

of physical space, which in post-modern eclecticism had the role of 

mimesis of mimesis of the text, a new system opened in which changes 

of sections occur, as well as regulations and deregulations of its 

capabilities. Let 3 anticipated its position in a nomadic, cyber space 

where they created a system of codes and communications that were not 

tied to the tradition of a website. They recognized Cyber environment 

as a new opportunity to implement and upgrade their ideas and artistic 

strategies. Further, they offered the opportunity to a larger number of 

spectators to participate in a performance that took place in a specific 

physical space.

Marcos Novak defines cyberspace as:

Complete spatial visualization of all information in global 

information processing systems, including links that produce 

current and future communications networks, enabling complete 

correspondence and interaction of multiple users, input and output 

to and from all the human senses, offering a realistic simulation and 

virtual reality, control data collection and control through tele-

presence, total navigation and intercommunication with a full range 

of intelligent products and environments in real space. (Novak, 

2002) 
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Due to the abolished boundaries of physical space and immersion 

into a new virtual system, the role of subject is cancelled, along with its 

body. The authors assigned a specific text or task to the audience, taking 

up the role of the subject, while subject’s body took on the role of media 

spectacle. The possibility of involvement of the audience in the creation 

of the album as the final artistic artifact is a very well thought-out system 

of representation in which the audience (the recipient), through their 

engagement identified with the authors. According to the theoretical 

platform of psychoanalysis (Freud, 1921/1991), identifying common 

characteristics or interests could be interpreted as the earliest expression 

of an emotional connection with another person.

Considering the stimulus as the basic constitutive element that 

was offered to the audience through most of their performances, bands’ 

artistic creative work could be defined as interactive art, i.e. work 

constituted of interventions of the recipient, mediated by technological 

systems (Šuvaković, 2005). Also, as an open work (Eco, 1965). This kind of 

work was based on the interaction of the audience, which responded to a 

proposal offered by artists. Their involvement was not exclusively limited 

on completion of the work; rather their behavior and actions executed the 

work or took part in its making.

Walter Benjamin, in his text "The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction", noted a problem of impact of technology 

(photography, film) development on reproduction, which ultimately 

affected the understanding of art. Likewise, Benjamin believed that due 

to the development of reproduction techniques, an aura of art, concept of 

originality and concept of elitist art were lost. All these events from the 

beginning of the 20th century were indications. Benjamin concluded that 

the difference between author and audience is in the way positions are 

defined; reader could become a writer at any time (Benjamin, 1936).

In terms of post-structuralism, theatrical, performative work, which 

stems from postmodern production of meaning where a critique of 

term of originality as the original derived, the term of intertextuality 

first appeared. Intertextuality means that text or textual elements are 

141



taken from different texts through transformation, transfiguration and 

accommodation in a new structural order (by mapping) (Šuvaković, 

2005). With their album "Opus Dei" in 1987, Laibach started the tradition 

of cover songs. Original titles of famous and popular songs such as 

"One Vision" by the USA band Queen and "Life is Life" by an Austrian 

group Opus, are brought into an entirely new context, transforming 

their meaning into "Geburt einer Nation" and "Leben heißt leben". In 

seven different ways, through seven interpretations, they performed a 

deconstruction of the song Sympathy for the Devil (1988) by the The 

Rolling Stones. On the album "Volk", they referred to the national anthem 

(from Italy, Germany, Turkey, Israel, Russia, America, etc.), creating their 

own versions of the specified.

Through a method of destruction and deconstruction, they 

conducted a process of disruption of the utilitarian functions of 

language. The meaning, value, ideological, aesthetic and/or ethical norms 

were transformed. Julia Kristeva, as well as all other poststructuralists, 

pointed out that each text was formed under the influence of other 

texts and different contexts, and that the texts are "polyphonic traces 

of otherness". This means that each text exists from a relationship 

towards another one; it mapped and represented another text more than 

it represented the author. Laibach used already familiar texts, thus the 

reading of their artistic creations required sort of prior knowledge and 

understanding of other popular culture texts. The question emerged, 

whether the expected atmosphere of ignorance of the context would 

prevail, or would it prompt the audience to explore the origins and 

foundations of creation and accept band’s need for appropriative eclectic 

approach to music making? Does this kind of text possess a role of 

hypertext? Does this mean that the reality in which music happens is 

mediated and simulated? The term appropriation in this case refers to 

artists; appropriation of elements of another text – distorted, parodied, 

modified or reversed. Text is appropriated in order to be defined as a 

new structural order, and to carry out decentralization of the author-

subject.
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Conclusion

Members of bands Let 3 and Laibach with their eclectic and 

appropriative access to musical and performative creativity, confirm 

their authenticity and originality. Their strongly intellectualized artistic 

concepts stem from the culture, and therefore represent a product of 

cultural industry. Adorno and Horkheimer (1989), as members of the 

Frankfurt School, interpreted that the categories and contents of cultural 

industries are the purpose of liberalism, and that the differentiation 

in the field of popular culture is a way of maintaining the situation. 

Deviations or aberrations are actually mutations of the system itself. 

Furthermore, they explained that deviates can survive only if they get 

classified. In other words, they do not make a complete shift or resist 

belonging to one cultural area. 

Their provocative socio-political texts, evocation and exploitation, 

inherent iconography, aesthetics and rhetoric, and stage performances 

created a distinctive discourse, and attitude towards society and art. 

Their work received a completely new, different, greater power than only 

the music that was performed. That attitude does not mean borders on 

indifference. On the contrary, the links between politics and art have 

deep roots in the subordination. Subordination operates symmetrically: 

it acts in one moment as art, and other, as policy. Subversive art, which 

leads to anomalies or deviations within a single ideology or social 

system, is a matter of broader public interest and is therefore very 

valuable.
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Ako se performativne prakse promatraju iz rakursa medijskog 

spektakla i proučavaju kao društveni kontekst nastao u interakciji 

subjekta (izvođača) i recipijenta (publike), evidentno je da spektakl, po 

rečima Gi Debora, postaje glavni proizvod današnjeg društva. Spektakl 

je inkorporiran u društvu kao njegov neraskidiv deo na način da postaje 

konkretna inverzija slike života koja dovodi do njegove teatralizacije. 

Objasniće se specifičan način medijskog predstavljanja, posredovan 

ideloškim diskursom, kojeg publici nude muzički sastavi Let 3 i Laibach. 

Direktna ili indirektna čitanja njihovih stavova o problematici društvene 

zbilje generisana su kroz ideološku ikonografiju, vulgarnu retoriku te 

isticanje maskuliniteta. 

Ključne reči: ideologija, performans, spektakl, intertekstualnost, sajber 

prostor
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The paper describes the author’s experience of working in Greek 

education system as drama teacher of Abraham, a child with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). It also presents an Individualized Education 

(Psychokinetic) Program, functioning as additional class for Abraham 

based on drama exercises and tools conducted in order to help Abraham 

deal with everyday matters, recognize simple notions and, finally, 

integrate better in his class. The results of that program allowed the 

author to indicate that drama can make the difference both in terms of 

life of children with ASD and their class or/and community.    

Keywords: autism, drama, integration, education, community
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DRAMA AND CHILDREN WITH AUTISM 

Use of drama in heterogeneous groups: can this happen?

Taking as a fact that “the knowledge base and understanding of 

autism continues to expand as research progress; there is yet much 

to learn” (Janzen, 1996) in dealing with children with autism (ASD) in 

drama classes and may come as extremely provocative: there are no 

similar complete projects or handbooks (at least in Greek literature) 

and, surely, the classic education of a drama teacher does not confront 

such issues. So, one has to reinvent their knowledge, adapt it to resolve 

new problems and build a new profile dealing with the situation. The 

lack of complete information also derives from the fact that every child 

with ASD seems to be a case with different features, although a great 

amount of these come from treatment of child’s environment: family 

and community’s interest in child’s individual needs influence child’s 

personality and behavior and, as Janzen (1996) states: “makes each child 

unique” or, as Anne Alvarez put it: “People with autism are more than a 

collection of symptoms […] each has their own unique personality, needs, 

preferences, will and demands, and these deserve a much study as the 

symptoms themselves” (Alvarez, 1999: 76). This is precisely the begging 

of our quest to answer why drama is needed when dealing with children 

with ASD. Since drama gives the opportunity to explore the personalized 

needs of every individual child in relation to their team (family, class, 

community), it cultivates the child’s learning and/or social skills, thus 

encouraging their integration in the team and receptiveness of others as 

far as the child is concerned. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of these [drama] activities 

for children with autism is the opportunity for involvement in 

relationships with their peers and teachers in a non-judgmental 

manner, because there is no right or wrong way to respond. The 

achievement of sociability is often the most challenging demand 

placed on children. (Lord, 1997: 82)  
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Unfortunately, the international experience describes several 

attempts, which have been made in order to implement drama in 

everyday education or life of children with ASD, but most of them refer 

to dramatic education (or arts education) of a homogenous group of 

children with ASD, segregated from an average school class (Schneider, 

2007; Nelson, 2008; Dickerson, 2010; Ramamoorthi & Nelson, 2011; 

Ulrich, 2012; Guli, Semrud-Clikeman, Lerner, and Britton, 2013). All these 

case-studies seem not able to exceed the common presupposition, 

which imposes separation of “normal” children from those with autism. 

The described examples also seem to start from a common purpose, 

either clear or hidden: to make the children with ASD resemble the so-

called “normal”. Following this concept, regular teachers (and drama 

instructors) seem to forget not only the nature of the ASD symptoms, 

which covers a very extensive range of child activities, but also the 

nature of drama itself, which may be implemented and affect most of 

life’s aspects; influencing not only the child with ASD, but also their class 

and/or community. 

In addition, there is a common approach that confuses drama with 

drama therapy: drama therapy uses the instruments of drama in order to 

heal or teach children with ASD (Davies, Bishop, Manstead & Digby, 1994; 

Galligan, 2009; O’Leary, 2013), but “the role of drama within a school 

and within the National Curriculum is [then] likely to be complex, able to 

fulfill different educational aims in different contexts” (Fleming, 2003: 

42). This means that an interdisciplinary approach to such a composite 

matter such is the integration through drama of a child with ASD, could 

be considered appropriate only without forgetting that drama is also 

a discipline with its rules and norms. Our case study tried to avoid 

this trap, keeping a strong base both in interdisciplinary perspective 

(the collaboration among a drama specialist and two special education 

teachers) and an effort to preserve autonomy of all subjects and their 

special contribution to the common goal. Also, in this case study we 

encouraged cooperation between separate disciplines and maintained 

that mutual respect between disciplines may prove revitalizing.         
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With this paper, I am not trying to instruct or give complete 

guidelines for drama teachers or present a full handbook for dealing with 

ASD (combined or not with drama). What I am trying to describe is a line 

of experienced (but well thought of ) actions as far as drama lessons are 

concerned, when they are put in practice in education of a child with 

autism. Furthermore, I am trying to clarify what happens when one starts 

a mixed drama group with children with ASD, as opposed to previous 

case studies that describe the implementation of drama in homogenous 

groups with ASD. And, finally and hopefully, I am trying to start a 

conversation not only for the use of drama in ASD cases, but also for the 

ASD itself, denying the perspective of separation of children in “normal” 

and not: every child has their own abilities and needs, whether they 

suffer from ASD or not. Drama may be just the appropriate instrument to 

identify those needs and abilities, and integrate all children into a group.

Acquaintance with the child and the group

My experience starts with my appointment as drama teacher at a 

Public Primary School at a small town, 75 km away from Thessaloniki, 

which, among other children of the 5th grade, was attended by Abraham, 

a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Abraham was cheerful, full 

of energy and love for his school. His communication skills were very 

limited and the expression of his feelings mainly took place through 

lack of patience and self-control, which at times resulted in violence. 

Abraham’s parallel support teacher, A.G., in collaboration with the 

special education teacher and the principle of the school, had achieved 

to control and restrain these blow ups by applying anger control 

techniques even before my arrival to the school. They also implement 

“Understanding Friends” program (Faherty, n.d.), which encouraged 

his classmates to help him during classes and breaks, but despite 

all Abraham continued to enjoy low levels of acceptance especially 

when something unpredictably went wrong: Abraham’s “violent crisis” 

was always there to spark the conversation about whether he should 
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continue to attend the regular school or not. Nevertheless, nobody 

seemed to understand that the true reason behind Abraham’s classmates 

not fully accepting him was based on the way the Greek education 

system functions; especially in regards to dealing with special capacities 

children (and drama class). 

The theoretical function frame describes that all children have to 

follow Primary School from the age of 6 until the age of 12. At the one 

third of all schools (approximately 1.400 in Greece), which are called 

“Schools with Expanded Working Time” and are financed through the 

European Union, drama is included in everyday curriculum as a regular, 

but separated course. This is, according to my point of view, one of the 

downsides of the system, since drama teachers are given the opportunity 

(if they are not obliged by the circumstances) to separate their lessons 

from the other needs of the class. Another downside of the system 

is that, although in Greece there are special schools for children with 

special capacities, most times they are not built around specific special 

needs: in other words, special schools tend to be “storages” for children 

that are not given the opportunity to integrate into a regular school. 

When a child with special capacities, like Abraham, cannot attend special 

school, because there is not one in the town or parents simply do not 

wish their child to attend such a school, a parallel support teacher is 

allocated, who accompanies the child during their schedule (not the 

schedule of the child or the school’s schedule) and a special education 

teacher, who takes care of all children with learning disorder and has no 

time to dig deeper into each child’s needs. It is clear that this formation 

cannot provide guidelines to a drama teacher when they meet with 

a child with ASD for the first time. It also cannot entirely answer the 

individual needs of a child with ASD in the context of regular classes, or 

the needs of the class during attempt to integrate the child. Despite this, 

attendance of regular schools is considered to have multiple benefits on 

both sides (Randall & Parker, 1999).

The conclusion that may be drawn from all this is that Greek 

education system continues to multiply all the disadvantages of every 
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social system in a crisis environment on a small scale: the intentions from 

both planning and its function may be good, but the reality prevails over 

these intentions. The true support for the accomplishment of set goals in 

education for children with special capacities may result only from hard work 

and self-sacrifice from people involved in the system.

The Individual Education Psychokinetic Program

The healing and supporting outcomes from the use of drama, as 

far as the ASD is concerned, has been already properly described in the 

international literature (Howlin & Rutter, 1987; Thorp, Stahmer, & Schreibman, 

1995; Lord, 1997; Howlin, 1998). Nevertheless, the method, that Abraham’s 

support teacher and myself applied seemed to be a totally new one: we 

decided to implement an Individualized Education Psychokinetic Program 

(IEP) for Abraham alone, combined with teaching other subjects at the drama 

class. In other words, we planned to “teach” Abraham alone what I was going 

to “teach” during the next school hour in his class, by creating an extra drama 

class for Abraham. 

The designed IEP follows international practices and most of them are 

described by Flowers (1987). These practices relied on two strategies: the 

first one was to identify the child’s needs, set objectives and priorities for his 

personal development (Janzen, 1996) and the second one was to support the 

child and enrich his experience during the following drama class (Quill, 1995). 

So, we defined the following IEP:

Topic A: Knowledge of body shape (6 meetings/1 school hour [40’] each)

Includes:

Movements in space, starting from the body; spontaneous and organized.

Imitation through all parts of the body; direct or retrospectively imitations.

Natural functions; breathing, strength, muscle pulse.

Coordination and differentiation of movements; relative to psychokinetic 

material.
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General purpose: to experience child's body as a whole and as part of a 

whole, to respond to external stimuli and to meet his personal needs.

Specific objectives:

1. Distinguishing, knowing and naming body parts, from top to the 

bottom.

2. Understanding the body through moves and movement in space.

3. Imitating and reproducing movements with and without pattern.

4. Acquiring consciousness of physiological functions.

5. Awareness of the existence of the body in relation to space, 

objects and others.

6. Strengthened self-control and confidence in group activities.

7. Comprehension of the basic motion structures.

Activities:

1. Getting around in space; 5’-10’.

2 . Different ways of walking; normal walking, marking time, zigzag, 

on tiptoe, heels, with the feet outward, side steps, back, knees, deep 

seats; 10’-15’.

3. Different ways of jumping; on one leg, two legs at the same time, 

hopscotch; 10’-15’.  

4. Strengthening the physical body functions; breathing, strength, 

muscle pulse; 10’-15’.

5. Variations of kinetic structures of the body; 10’-15’.

6. Imitations with and without standard; various animals; 10’-15’.

Topic B: Laterality (4 meetings/1 school hour [40’] each)

Includes:

Individual’s ability to spontaneously causes the activation of two sides of 

their body with a choice of one or the other side; left or right hand, foot, 

eye, etc.
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General purpose: child’s awareness of bilateral body on various levels and 

realization of the dominant side.

Specific objectives:

1. Figuring out both sides of his body.

2. Balanced development of both sides.

3. Recognition and awareness of the dominant side.

4. Distinguishing the right and left side of his body.

5. Discovering both sides of the body in relation to objects, space 

and other persons.

6. Understanding the effect of the right and left relative to the 

surrounding world.

Activities:

1. Concepts such as "with one hand and with the other hand" or "with 

one foot and the other foot"; 15’-20’.

2. Strengthening the balanced development of both sides; 

performing exercises with both hands and feet; 15’-20’.

3. Exercises for the realization of the dominant side; "with which 

hand you throw the ball?"; 15’-20’.

4. Exercises to distinguish right and left; "who sits at your right 

hand?"; 15’-20’. 

Topic C: Delicate mobility (7 meetings/1 school hour [40’] each)

Includes:

Large movements.

Audio kinetic.

General purpose: child’s control of fine hand movements.
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Specific objectives:

1. Use and control over his hand; I catch, I leave.

2. Coordinated audio kinesis.

3. Making use of the finger; simple exercises.

4. Making use of writing instruments and structures.

Activities:

1. Rough gestures using objects; 15’-20’.

2. Imitating situations with all the hand; squeeze clothes, knead 

bread; 15’-20’.

3. Shadow Games with fingers; 15’-20’.

4. Performing songs; "cheerfully my two hands knocking"; 15’-20’.

5. Usage of educational or building material that promotes subtle 

movements; 15’-20’.

6. Painting, tearing or paper cutting, creating knots in rope; 15’-20’.

7. Buttoning up, unbuttoning; 10’-15’.

Topic D: Perception and organization of space (2 meetings/40 minutes each)

Includes:

Kinesthetic perception.

Concept of vertical position of body parts. 

Knowledge of having two lateral parts of the body.

Concept of orientation of the body relative to the surrounding objects in 

space.

General purpose: child’s understanding of the organization of space 

in relation to the body; knowledge about the spatial concepts and 

relationships; active participation in the organization of the staff and the 

immediate area.

Specific objectives:

1. Understanding the structure of the immediate area.
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2. Building relationships through motions and movements.

3. Knowing basic spatial concepts and relationships.

4. Arranging the space and its objects in relation to the body.

5. Organizing the space and objects independently of his body.

Activities:

1. Transportation and journeys in formations; circle, zigzag; 15’-20’.

2. Travelling and direction change, starting with go and stop; 15’-20’. 

As one can see, we separated two sections: body and space, followed with 

sub-sections for each. Almost every exercise in every section included two 

basic things; the first one was that Abraham had to be “restricted”, standing 

into a hula hoop, even during the beginning of the exercise, since following 

Sinodinou (1996) we agreed that it was fundamental not to abolish the child’s 

space, causing anxiety and violence. The second was that the two of us had to 

be the first to show him the exercise, in order to persuade him to participate. 

Every meeting started with Abraham sticking visual cues cards on the wall; one 

card which showed the place we were and three cards with numbers, in order 

to separate the activities. After each activity, Abraham had to detach the card 

from the wall and put it into his pocket. The routine also included a warm-up 

comprised of simple exercises, such as stretching hands, relaxed running, ball 

throwing, etc. Our meetings ended with a verbal or practical “repetition”, since 

we wanted to be sure that Abraham understood what we had done.  

The two sections were blended together according to everyday needs or 

will, either ours or Abraham’s; an exercise of the body section was sometimes 

followed by another from the space section, and vice versa. This flexibility 

in order of exercises in the program also defined my role. My “assignment” 

included the provision of help for the parallel support teacher. I functioned as a 

model, providing extra ideas to complement the described activities, and more 

importantly the coming up with additional activities with dramatic content or 

direction; in other words, the interpretation of the IEP according to dramatic 

terms.
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All drama exercises were already taught and tried out at the Drama 

Department, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, during the teaching of 

“Playing through Drama” class, and at other regular primary education 

classes, but never with children with ASD. Some of the exercises were 

also inspired by Jessica Swale (2009). A bureaucratic matter had to be 

fixed – school’s program had to be re-planned, in order for school class 

(40 minutes), dedicated to the Abraham’s IEP to be followed by a drama 

lesson (another 40 minutes with no pause in the middle), where every 

Abraham’s accomplished exercise was repeated by his classmates and 

himself.    

In the body section (topics A and B), we had to fix Abraham’s 

standing posture. Without full body control, Abraham got used to 

stand in swayback. He also did not want to raise his hands and did not 

appreciate being touched in order be positioned properly. With the 

help of music, we tried to relax him and have him copy our movements; 

deep breathing, jumping, raising both hands, bending, etc. We were also 

standing in hula hoops in front of him. The next step was to engage in 

a game: “touch and show us the parts of the body”. First from head to 

toes, and then in the opposite direction. After two meetings, Abraham 

was able to show us every part of his body according to a random order. 

Here, one drama game I thought at the Drama Department was proven 

very helpful. The game goes like this: “When I say 1, you have to jump”. 

At first, we were playing this game with the rest of his classmates and it 

appeared children were very fond of it. We then thought it to Abraham 

and, finally, introduced him to the group. The result was that not only 

that he was one of the most careful players, but he took over the 

leadership over the game, even though his manner of speaking was not 

comprehensive; he used cards with numbers we made for the occasion. 

At the rest of the body section, we tried to make him run freely around 

the gym; I had to join him, throw a ball to us and catch it, have him follow 

different ways of walking into a given path that he at the beginning had 

to help us “construct” using big Lego bricks. This is just an example 

of the two sections melting. Finally, his exercises included imitating 
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animal’s movements in a given space or not. That was another point 

where I managed to engage the whole class, by proposing the “Animal-

music chairs” game, where the players, including Abraham, not only had 

to sit when the music stopped, but during the music they had to walk like 

animals they were assigned to. Game variations included players walking 

like astronauts, elders, etc.

A whole section of meetings dealing with sub-section goal of 

laterality was dedicated to Abraham learning of how to distinguish 

left side from right (e.g. hand, foot, eye). In order to learn the notions, 

we started with Abraham writing letters A (left) and ∆ (right) on his 

hand and legs, and proceeded to simple exercises. Finally, we planned 

a complex “labyrinth” game step by step, where Abraham had to find 

his way into a system of paths and achieve goals, such as putting cones 

at the right order. In order to make it more complex and theatrical for 

his classmates, every corner implied a body metamorphosis, where 

the children (and Abraham more or less) were instructed to follow a 

stereotypical pattern of movements for the rest of the course (much 

like the variation of music chairs, mentioned above). The same game 

was used in the next section, so Abraham could learn to comprehend 

the relation of his body and space. We integrated different styles of 

everyday movement (i.e. circular movement, zigzag movement, etc), but 

also complex courses with obstacles, such as chair, hula hoop, ball, and 

other. After that, the relay race with obstacles designed for the whole 

class and Abraham proved very amusing for everyone involved. Given 

that Abraham was always able to respond to every challenge, this led 

him to develop a closer relation with his classmates during breaks. After 

lunch, under supervision Abraham was able to play simple chasing games 

or the so-called “apples” game with them, which both demanded a level 

of control over space and the integration of his body.
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Results as far as the integration of the child is concerned

In the middle of the school year, Abraham started to be treated 

as an equal by his classmates, and also at times, as a playmate. A lot 

of drama lessons in the 5th grade was dedicated to simple children 

games, where the classmates helped Abraham to participate or waiting 

for him to do his part. The isolation of the autistic child has been 

indicated by Frith (1989), but Abraham’s isolation seemed to have been 

defeated through coordinated efforts. Abraham’s progress was more 

obvious in gym class after the implementation of the psychokinetic IEP: 

in collaboration with the special education teacher of the school, the 

gym teacher saw a tremendous differentiation as far as the Abraham’s 

comprehension, but also his classmates’ patience is concerned. The 

cultivation of patience with Abraham on behalf of other children was 

a gained goal, because, up until then, the presence of Abraham in the 

regular classroom was considered by children and their parents as an 

obstacle during lessons and activities. Exercising and playing with him 

made the children deal with his special perception of time and space, and 

after a while, they integrated him more in their activities, especially the 

non-scholar ones. The children themselves seemed to assess our effort 

as successful. The proof for the integration of Abraham was that children 

from other classes (i.e. 6th grade) asked to join the “Understanding 

Friends” program. In other words, Abraham stopped to be the peculiar 

“animal” of the school, and became a responsibility and a mate for 

children from different backgrounds and perhaps a different attitude. For 

instance, let’s call him “bully” of the school from the 4th grade became 

a true companion of Abraham during the breaks and the extra activities, 

such as visits to theatres, school sport contests, etc. 

The school year in Greece goes by very quickly. In total, the number 

of our meetings with Abraham and his parallel support teacher was 27; 

the same amount of my drama lesson with his class, with or without 

him. A started activity – the creation of a true theatrical play with the 

children, which would include Abraham as a role and as a person – we 
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did not have the time for. At the end of the 5th grade, he had to prove 

his abilities in several activities, especially concerning sports. It was 

particularly challenging for me to find needed time for rehearsals. 

Nevertheless, the presence of Abraham at a sketch for the celebration 

of the Greek national day, even though I personally disagree with such 

celebrations, was proven not to be catastrophic, but, on the contrary, very 

touching. Abraham not only followed almost the whole play, but he joined 

the afterwards parade, accompanied, for the first time, by the school’s 

principal. The principal showed how proud he was for the metamorphosis 

of Abraham, and his integration in his school was the best proof for the 

whole community watching the parade. Abraham would continue to attend 

the regular school and confront life’s demands with a little help from their 

children and themselves. Since then, even though the special education 

teacher of the school had tried to inform parents, who were expected 

to inform their children of the Abraham’s acceptance to the school, the 

results were not the best. Abraham was always a candidate for exclusion 

and withdrawal. However, after the implementation of our IEP, the positive 

results came from children of the school, who “educated” their parents on 

the integration of Abraham. This way, our IEP acquired a “communitarian” 

aspect.

Let’s here mention the true efforts of Abraham’s parents, who always 

were very helpful for Abraham and his teachers, but also could not 

manage to persuade the other parents or the community for the benefit of 

their child. With the implementation of the psychokinetic IEP, Abraham’s 

parents found a field where they could direct their efforts; they were 

kept informed on the plays and games we were “teaching” Abraham and 

repeated them at their home after school. The importance of the parents’ 

active involvement at the autistic child education is recognized both by 

the literature (Aarons & Gittens, 1992), and by the State’s guidelines for 

special education. Abraham’s parents found a way to truly support their 

child in order for him to be integrated in the regular school.    

What had started to be gained is not a better and richer life for 

Abraham, but the creation of the possibility for a non-isolated life.  
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Epilogue

The effort for education and integration for children with ASD never 

stops. What was here presented is not a manual, but a possible manner 

of treating the ASD child by a teacher; by donating 40 minutes from a 

school week’s time, we did not yet achieve a better life for Abraham, but 

we did share the strong belief that we created some of the circumstances, 

which could lead to such a result. The basic concept was very simple; an 

additional drama class for a child with ASD. The same idea was followed 

during 2014-2015 academic year on behalf of the Drama Department, 

which included school material and a group of students at a school of 

Thessaloniki. Unfortunately, these results are not yet measurable, but the 

results from the implementation in Abraham’s case could be seen in his 

everyday life. Of course, there is more to be done. However, our experience 

proved that, if drama class has anything to offer to a school curriculum, 

that would be the integration of all children; the decompression of 

conflicts and the creation of conditions that allow everyone to learn 

according their capacities.         
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DRAMA AND CHILDREN WITH AUTISM 

U radu se opisuje iskustvo autora koji radi u grčkom obrazovnom 

sistemu, kao dramski pedagog i kao pomoćni nastavnik Abrahamu, detetu 

sa autističnim poremećajem (ASP). Prikazuje se celovit individualizovani 

psihokinetički program zasnovan na dramskim vežbama i oruđima koji 

su korišćeni kako bi Abraham uspeo da izađe na kraj sa svakodnevnim 

stvarima (kao što su, na primer, obedovanje i igranje sa drugom decom 

tokom odmora, redukovanje njegove agresije, pronalaženje načina da se 

uključi u čas i dr.), zatim da prepozna proste pojmove i sadržaje pojedinih 

školskih predmeta (kao što su desno-levo; učiniti-ne činiti, boje i brojevi, 

pisma i sl.), i konačno da bude i bolje integrisan u odeljenju. Iskustvo 

takođe uključuje socijalnu i psihološku podršku koja se ostvaruje kroz 

dramske igre sa Abrahamovim drugovima iz razreda, sa namerom da 

se redukuju konflikti povezani sa Abrahamovim učešćem u regularnoj 

nastavi, kao i da se uz pomoć dece čitava zajednica (npr. roditelji) uveri 

u korisnost i celishodnost participacije. Rezultati programa dopuštaju 

autoru tvrdnju da drama može doneti promene kako u živote dece sa 

ASP, tako i čitavoj zajednici.

Ključne reči: autizam, drama, integracija, obrazovni sistem, zajednica

Drama i deca sa autističnim poremećajima: 

Pomoći Abrahamu da se izbori sa životom

Mr Tasos Angelopolos 

Odsek za dramu, Aristotel Univerzitet

Solun, Grčka



Zdravo da ste 's approach to vulnerable groups, which was initiated 

during a collective disaster, has been transformed in the course of many 

years during the process of working alternatively with youth. Creative 

and open-ended activities involved many thousands of participants 

in joint process of building constructive response to crisis, poverty, 

alienation and lack of opportunities. Transformation of play is regarded 

as crucial for the overall revitalization of human capabilities to create 

social environments.

Culture is seen as a joint project, and a part of social and historical 

context. The mixed groups of people engage and to different creative 

activities together bring their multi-leveled diversities based on social 

status, vulnerability, age-span, ethnicity, cultural background, etc. That 

way, diversities become invaluable sources of learning for development, 

while creative activities are seen as drivers of future development. 

Through improvisation and art performance, participants build shared 

psychological and/or social space – the zone of proximate development, 

and present not only who they are, but also who they are becoming.
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PERFORMING CREATIVE DIVERSITIES – LEARNING FOR DEVELOPMENT

Creative response to crisis

Negative social aspects such as instability, the increase of 

poverty and social exclusion, could be understood not only as limiting 

statements, but rather as invitations for creation of new social tools 

for development. In a similar way, individual crisis, usually understood 

as source of stress, can be seen as open invitation for change. Instable 

social and psychological situation has visible and destructive level, 

but also less visible potentials for change and transformation. Often, 

confusion and lack of order in personal and interpersonal environments 

clears the space for psychological intervention and personal/group 

growth. From psychological point of view, combined with the negative, 

this situation has its hidden positive potentials. In work with refugee 

children, youth and school teachers in remote communities, we define 

the aim of restoring play and playfulness, and construct new forms of 

social environments, where diversities become generators for creative 

processes. Observations of children playing and creative activities during 

war crisis showed that loss of play or simplified, depleted play activities 

appeared as one of serious negative effects.

In the first moments of personal crisis, playing scenes, if they had 

previously existed, lost their imaginative characteristics and became 

replicas of reality. Armed people, violence, moving families, broken 

buildings, air attacks appeared and replaced more subtle contents. What 

appeared on children's drawings, instead of typical drawing objects such 

as house, sun, flower, butterfly, rainbow, heart, children, animals and 

other, were drawings that represented realistic life events such as dead 

people, bombardment, bullets in the air, broken homes, arms, airplanes 

and other. Instead of imagination and creative elaboration, play and 

drawings began representing the every-day life.

In this situation, it was necessary to organize new and healing 

social field, which was responsive, inclusive and able to involve children/

participants in play-like activities based on their life experiences, in 

order to give them opportunity to elaborate it and construct response 
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to stressful events. That task was not individual; it was social. In the 

interactive joint activity of play, socially constructed roles become far 

less important than our enormous human capacities to build space for 

individual, group and/or social development. Loss of play, depleted and 

simplified play, along with reduced interactive skills clearly emerged as 

characteristics of our post-war society (Ognjenović, 2003; Škorc, 2012). 

Transformation of play and interactive capacities are regarded as crucial 

for the overall revitalization of human capabilities to create and recreate 

social environments and life practices. Group capacity to cope with crisis 

and develop strategies for overcoming the said crisis seamed to be the 

tool for new and creative possibilities, not only on individual and group 

level, but it provided us with a chance for social change.

Diversities – mixed groups

Natural groups we live in are not coherent nor equalized, but 

changeable and dynamic; so is the reality we live in. Traditional way 

of organizing groups for work in the field of psychology is based on a 

defined mutual problem or similar social positions (groups of addicts, 

neurotics, victims of tragedy, single parents, loss sufferers, etc.). 

During last decades, under the influence of humanistic psychology 

and socially engaged art, the concept of group support changed and 

group participants are not treated in regards to their problems, but are 

seen as powerful human beings who contribute their totality to group 

work. Experiences of social therapy and improvisational arts show that 

mixed groups of participants bring many more benefits to participants 

(Newman, 1994, 2003; Sawyer, 2003). Mixed groups have much more 

potential for play, creative activities, improvisation and exchange. In 

our experience, mixed groups composed of individuals with multi-

leveled diversities (such as social status, age-span, vulnerability, culture, 

profession, etc.) are invaluable resources for development in terms of 

creativity, social change and learning. Average contexts children live 

in involve rich social field, including peers, adults, natural and cultural 
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elements of environment. From the point of view of group development, 

diversity between group members is not restriction, but rather 

opportunity to engage different approaches in the creative process.  

Building of culture

Culture building is seen as process, it is a joint project of children 

and/or youth and adults within a certain social context. This is a process 

inseparable from its environment and everyday practice. This unity 

and totality have enormous developmental potential that goes far 

beyond tolerance, respect of diversities and acquisition of local cultural 

patterns or rituals. It is in fact a joint creative process, during which 

participants transform themselves and by doing that, build the culture. 

This process is regarded as a process of learning for the future; learning 

for development. 

In our approach, the interactive process is seen as an endless source 

for development by bridging the gap between being and becoming (who 

we are and who are we going to become). The most sustainable, life-

enhancing learning and transformation occur when the whole person 

of the learner together with their social environment is engaged in the 

process. Learning becomes the creation, and in return, creation brings 

the change about.

Culture as a totality is a joint mission of many participants, 

visible and invisible individuals. It has its main stream – the dominant 

achievements, and less visible, subtle parallel processes, borderline fields 

in which space for the new things is open. It is rooted in particular social 

moment, historical context, in which it exists. In the very moment of 

authentic encounter, social stigma, position, externally defined identity, 

all become less important than play-like activity of joint creation. 

Regardless of the outcome, or observable effect, the process of creating 

together is crucial because it gives voices to the voiceless; visibility to 

the invisible; active role to the marginalized.
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Play, improvisation and performance – forms of exploration

Improvisation and play start when we do something new or unknown 

with the old and known things. Exploration starts with seeing known 

things with the fresh pair of eyes. One of methods to achieve so is to 

do something we never do, using the existing things and situations. 

Social tools such as personal names, self-portraits, the way we address 

others, the way we move, things we like or dislike, our personal spaces, 

expectations and relations we build; all became tools for play activities. 

Doing something that we never do, telling things we do not know how to 

tell, being who we are not, pretending, drawing the sound, coloring the 

thought, are just some of the games from the list which is open-ended. 

The storytelling, drawing, creating associations to some material, proved 

effective in fostering creativity. They were associated with elaborated 

role play, and were nested in the children’s ability to improvise, 

pretend, perform, sing or dance. Vygotsky describes activity of play as 

explorative activity in which person in cooperation with a social partner 

– other persons, play-mate, parent or any other cultural agent that has 

interactive potentials i.e. performs more than what the child could do 

alone. In short, in interaction and play, we actualize not only what we 

are, but what we are becoming and will potentially become in the future. 

This dynamic position is obtainable through play, improvisation and 

performing activities. 

Art and creative activities in Zdravo da ste methodology are based 

on group process during which each participant adds new inputs 

and suggestions, and forms a response according to their own life 

experience. Other participants accept input, react to it and exchange 

their own ideas and products with others. Individual contributions are 

integrated in the main process, the outcome of which is a game they 

construct together. At first sight, stream of inputs seems arbitrary, 

but workshop steps are designed in such a way to allow participants 

to create common ground for their improvisational play. Methodology 

developed for that purpose is based on twenty-year long practice in 
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work with vulnerable groups. Being authentically involved in the activity, 

even if we do not know where it takes us, what is going to happen next 

and why is it happening, is crucial for the process of group creativity. 

Our joint action goes beyond our individual ideas and creativity, 

and adds new value to the group product, creatively completing the 

process. This is well summed up in the statement made by one of the 

workshop participants: I told you what I did not know I know. Using this 

methodology, psychological space for joint expression and creation is 

open, and new steps in group development become possible. 

In addition, some basic ideas of approach will be discussed further in the 

text.

Zone of proximate development and group creativity

Vygotsky, in his theory of higher mental functions, introduces the 

idea of zone of proximate development. This is the functional mental 

space with dynamic structure in which the already existing ideas, 

knowledge and meanings transform from what they are into something 

new under influence and in interaction with social environment. In line 

with his theory, we are multi-levelled beings; we are not only who we are, 

but who we are becoming for the future, as well. This principle has been 

applied in our approach to group work. Child learns something it does 

not know how to do by doing it in interaction with an adult. This activity 

is not quite clear and defined for both sides involved in interaction. 

When a baby talks to their mother, in the beginning they use sounds like 

words; mimicking but not saying the actual words. In that activity both 

mother and baby perform the game of dialogue, which will become real 

dialogue in the future. From position of developmental psychology, this 

is what we do when we are involved in creative activities. Like a child, in 

the beginning we pretend we are the one that knows and by practicing 

some activity together with others, we become the one that knows. What 

is already existing in our psychological space is by no means stable, but 

dynamic and is always in process of transformation. That transformation, 
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in terms of psychology of Vygotsky, happens in the new zone of 

proximate development , which is providing a chance for new creations 

to appear (Vygotsky, 1987; Connery, John-Steiner & Marjanović-Shane, 

2010). 

Process and outcome

In education, as well as in our everyday lives, we are engaged in 

processes in real time. In formal systems, the value of those processes 

is usually measured by their outcomes. At the end of the process, 

participant, student, employee or disciple has to demonstrate the 

impact, new product, skill or some other form of achievement. That way, 

development is understood instrumentally, while the end or result of the 

process becomes more important than the process itself. Education, our 

job or even our personal relations become outcome-oriented; oriented 

towards the final point. In formal systems like education, that practically 

means outcome defines the process, it is a reason for process to appear. 

It is regarded as desirable to reach outcomes in the shortest time 

possible with as little effort as possible, or even without the preceding 

process. This is a model of instrumental behaviour, where things happen 

because of their clear purpose, e.g. we go to school because we need a 

certificate, work because we need salary etc. This model assumes that 

every phenomenon could be quantified and expressed in terms of its 

utility. It is efficient in affairs such as economy, but what do we do with 

creativity or emotional life? In our experience, this model is problematic 

when we try to apply it in art, creative processes, children's development, 

play and open-ended tasks. Open-ended process is crucial for art, 

education or creative thinking, and it takes time. In order to nurture 

creativity, process needs to be developed and encouraged, regardless of 

the outcomes and our expectations regarding a final benefit. 

When we talk about this with teachers, typically they show negative 

reactions and identify open-ended situation with chaos or lack of 

structure. However, giving process a chance to appear, to last, to develop 
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in many simultaneous streams with unpredicted outcomes is not lack of 

method, it is a method in itself. In our methodology, creative process is in 

the focus and it is more important than clear and measurable outcome. 

Work with group creativity is not a simple application of successful 

method, it looks more like an exploration of group capacities for play; it 

is unpredictable, fluctuating, and there are no guarantees it will bring 

anything. Sometimes mutually created miracle happens, sometimes not. 

This is the magic of creation. This is the risk of working with creative 

processes, but is in the same time precondition for them.

The matters of time and structure

Creative processes, as it has been shown by researches, take time. 

Strict time schedule and pressure to follow it could hinder creative 

process. It is known that less creative and more creative products differ in 

time needed for them to appear and develop. This is related to the feelings 

of uncertainty and uneasiness, which workshop facilitators are aware of. In 

spite of open-ended concept, there must be some forms of structure and 

expectation in this type of work. A workshop facilitator develops a concept 

of work in advance but it is not strict, it is more like a sketch, draft of 

possible activities, than a list of tasks to take place in due time. 

Tensions between being more or less structured, being more or less 

limited by time, become clearly visible in our work with teachers of civic 

education. New teachers are usually stressed for results and tend to 

control the processes. There is a way to decrease the risk of failure and 

feeling of uncertainty. As time passes, they master their teaching skill 

and become less dependent on manuals and supervisors; they design and 

test new methods, evaluate each activity, improvise and become more 

sensitive to process and its complexity. In our experience, time schedule 

and structure of workshop serve better as tools for new teachers than for 

facilitating a creative process. The level of freedom in creative process is, 

of course, limited, yet flexible enough to allow creativity to appear.
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Creative dissonance 

Cognitive dissonance is a well-known psychological term that 

describes situation in which a person experiences inconsistency between 

attitudes, emotions, motives, or other elements of psychological life 

(Festinger, 1957). Dissonance, according to social and cognitive theories 

induces unpleasantness and feelings of discomfort, and the individual 

has the inclination to reduce it. This is dynamic, unstable position, which 

the individual is motivated to change.

However unpleasant in everyday experience, dissonance and 

incongruence are crucial for creative exploration. From our point of view, 

creative achievement is a result of dynamic, simultaneous processes in 

and out of person unfolding in the zone of proximate development and 

social environment around us. 

The moment of being and becoming –

integration of personal experience in group creative process

In 2003, The moment of being and becoming drama play was created 

as a part of programme for refugee youth. For few months, refugees 

participated in group creative activities in and out of collective centres, 

where they resided. During weekend meetings, they gathered and 

described how they felt and exchanged their impressions. Responses 

were so significant and valuable to them that they decided to put them 

into a written form. At that point, the group had 50 members, most 

of which living in very difficult circumstances with limited access to 

education and employment. Half of them resided in collective centres for 

refugees. Group power and exchange encouraged them to feel supported 

and dig deeper into their emotions, experience, hopes, and activate their 

capacities. The selection of their writings was later published as a book, 

titled The moment of being and becoming .

In order to promote their book, group members decided to present 

their work in a creative way. They chose their texts and decided to make 
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a play. In that moment, drama director, a volunteer, joined and help 

them integrate their performance in a drama piece. Each participant 

created a performance and integrated it in the joint presentation. They 

were invited to improvise and change things both during preparations 

and public presentations. Final drama piece included 40 participants. It 

was structured and directed, yet contained improvisational elements. It 

varied in content and number of actors, but throughout kept the basic 

structure. It has been performed many times at different venues, and has 

been very well received by audiences. 

In 2003, the group decided to do something new, and so they 

created dancing performance in an attempt to transform their life 

experiences into movement. The Moment of Being and Becoming 

book and drama play were the initial material for their work. In that 

moment, the core group of 12 members has been formed out of a larger 

group. Their work has been organized through workshops, where they 

collectively designed their movements in order to upgrade drama piece 

and translate it into dance. Real-life experiences and their artistic 

elaboration were starting points. The group decided to elaborate their 

personal experiences of being refugees, young, confused, frightened 

and involved in a collective disaster. Through movement, they tended to 

express feelings of being lost, scared, but also full of hope and bonded. 

They symbolically elaborated the process during which their experience 

of fear (expressed by dance on the storm using tree-legged chairs), was 

transformed in hope (rain after the thunder) and building their old/new 

identities (by dancing in a circle and rowing together in one boat). They 

have chosen small wooden chairs, part of traditional folk hand-made 

furniture, to present their continuity with ethnicity and painful history; 

the chairs were integrated in choreography. Performance was named 

The Moving Equilibrium and participated in the UNESCO's World Dance 

Festival, Belgrade dance festival and other public events, including the 

opening ceremony of the BITEF Polyphony.

In 2004, this group featuring young performers decided to involve 

children and adults in their performance, as well. Group of 40 children 
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from collective centres participated in various creative activities and made their 

own dancing performance. Professional choreographer and director, a volunteer, 

joined them. Through one-month long process of elaboration, she coordinated 

the inclusion of movements of children, responses and costume designs in the 

final performance. The dancing performance integrated few mixed groups, who 

showcased how they played together. At the beginning, participants exchanged 

games they preferred and played as if they were children. Original children games 

were transformed in choreography that symbolized a playing activity. Music 

by Meredith Monk has been chosen for the last phase of performance creation. 

Children who participated named it Lively play, and in 2005 these performances 

were performed at the opening ceremony of the BITEF Polyphony, Joy of Europe 

and other festivals. 

The importance of this dynamic aspect of approach to youth and children 

becomes more visible today, when many social indicators reflect the need for 

social transformation. For instance, the number of young people who drop out of 

school is growing, many children show low achievement and lack of motivation in 

education.

Alternatives in culture – tools for change

Recent researches of negative aspects of education and social status of 

children and youth in Serbia show that there is a need for change. For example, 

40-50% of children graduate primary school functional in analphabet (Prosvetni 

pregled, 2010). In our community 72% of the poorest obtain the lowest levels 

of education. It seems that the link between social exclusion (lack of access 

to education and cultural media) and poverty increase is not fully recognized. 

In addition, traditional learning atmosphere in schools discourages initiative, 

creativity and self-expression (Amabile, 1996; Maksić, 2006). In this context, giving 

the voice to youngsters, marginalized and “invisible” individuals could help us all 

in moving a step ahead in social development.

Activation of implicit potentials within individuals, groups, institutions and 

cultural tools is the precondition for social development. In order to develop as a 

community or individual, we have to recognize, activate and integrate enormous 
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human potentials buried in social interaction, or as one of our young participants 

referred to it - hidden treasure.

And more than that; our capacity to change and live actively in ever-changing, 

unpredictable social field needs to be recognized and nurtured. In our practice, this 

is achieved by giving a chance to all to become participants in creation of interactive 

field in their everyday life practice. Alternative theatre becomes the new chance, 

social tool for development. Interactive processes, creative and playful activities, art, 

freedom and initiative, can bridge the gap between being and becoming, and help 

keep the list of potential activities open and endless.  
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Zdravo da ste pristup ranjivim grupama i ljudima pogođenim 

ratom, koji je započet 1994. godine tokom društvenih tragedija, danas 

je transformisan u alternativni oblik rada sa ranjivim grupama, decom 

i nastavnicima u srpskom obrazovnom sistemu. Stvaralačke i otvorene 

aktivnosti uključile su do sada mnogo hiljada učesnika u zajednički 

proces građenja konstruktivnog odgovora na krizu, siromaštvo, 

otuđenje i nedostatak mogućnosti. Primena igre, performans aktivnosti 

i interaktivnih kapaciteta učesnika se vide kao ključne za očuvanje 

ljudskih kapaciteta da stvaraju i rekonstruišu okruženje i svoju životnu 

praksu – postaju to „skrivena blaga“, nova oruđa promene, kako reče 

jedan mladi učesnik.

Alternativno obrazovanje se posmatra kao zajednički projekat dece/

mladih i odraslih, kao deo društvenog, istorijskog i kulturnog okruženja 

u kome postoji. To je kontekstualno postavljen proces čija celovitost 

nudi ogromne razvojne mogućnosti. U taj proces ljudi unose svoje 

mnogostruke raznolikosti u pogledu društvenog statusa, ranjivosti, 

starosti, porekla, kulturnog miljea, profesije – unose ih u različite 

igrovne i kreativne aktivnosti. Na taj način, različitost postaje osnov 

učenja za razvoj. Blisko idejama Lava Vigotskog, kreativne aktivnosti 

postaju pokretači budućeg razvojnog toka. Kroz improvizaciju, umetnički 

performans i igru, učesnici grade zajednički psihološki prostor, zonu 

narednog razvoja, u kome odigravaju sebe – ne samo ono što aktuelno 

jesu, nego i ono što postaju.

Ključne reči: različitost, učenje, razvoj, igra, improvizacija, zona narednog 

razvoja

Igra kreativnih različitosti – učenje za razvoj

Dr Bojana Škorc

Fakultet likovnih umetnosti, Univerzitet umetnosti u Beogradu

Organizacija  Zdravo da ste”, Beograd, Srbija
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In his book Education for critical consciousness , Paulo Freire, the 

Brazilian educator and philosopher, highlights the importance of critical 

thinking in education, as well as the need to use dialogue between the 

ones who transfer knowledge and the ones who receive it, as opposed to 

the relationship built on monologue and silence. In his philosophy, one 

of the key terms is the term conscientization, the process of awakening 

critical consciousness. 

This paper aims to show the relevance of Freire's philosophy 

relative to today’s education; how Freire’s concept of conscientization 

is interrelated with the movements of Theatre and Drama in Education. 

It will also be used to explain how drama, applied as a process of 

conscientization, can be a catalyst for a better educational system, and 

for a more humane world. 
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During the past few decades, research done in the area of education, 

pedagogy and drama has shifted many times. However, one thing stayed 

constant throughout the more progressive of the pedagogues – they 

all felt that ’’traditional’’31  education needed change because it was 

inefficient and superficial, while some even claimed it was harmful to the 

students' psyche. One of the movements in line with these theories was 

critical (liberation) pedagogy, which Freire pioneered (Freire, 2005b). 

His theoretical work was based on the practice of teaching the illiterate 

of Brazil to read and write. He used the term conscientization (the 

process of awakening critical awareness) to explain the root of his very 

successful pedagogical practice (Freire, 2005b). His method was based 

on dialogue and his goal was teaching literacy through connecting words 

and sounds to the meanings they had with the lives of the people he 

was teaching. For the purposes, he used some of the drama techniques 

(such as filmstrips) that Augusto Boal, theatre director and practitioner 

of one form of drama in education, used in his own theatrical practice. 

Freire’s goal was to break the culture of silence32 that was omnipresent 

in Brazil at that time, and to raise individual awareness about their 

identity, and the relation of their identity to the world they inhabited. 

The theory Freire developed could be seen as a continuation of the 

Bakhtinian dialogic pedagogy. Dialogic pedagogy is a term used by a 

growing number of scholars, practitioners and policy-makers to describe 

processes in which teacher and pupils critically interrogate the topic 

of study, express and listen to multiple voices and points of view, and 

create respectful and equitable classroom relations. As in dialogic 

pedagogy, in Freire’s theory of education the importance of dialogue is 

stressed, and is opposed to the monologist culture of silence that was 

prevalent in Brazil.  
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31 By traditional education, we here mean educational practice of the industrial era, where 
the lectures are held ex-cathedra, and where the teacher has the authority over the lecture 
and the knowledge. 
32 By the culture of silence, Freire refers to the uneven distribution of power and the inability 
for the voices of the powerless to be heard and respected.



However, the relation of dialogic pedagogy and the movements of 

drama-in-education has been a topic of discussion amongst the theoreticians 

of education, some even claiming these two ‘paradigms’ are on the opposite 

sides of education spectrum (Adler, 2016). Some have even argued that drama-

in-education is closer to the traditional forms of education while dialogic 

pedagogy gives way to a more democratic and free space for critical thought 

and expression (Adler, 2016). That all, of course depends on how the term 

drama-in-education is defined, and how it translates into practice, which will be 

elaborated further on in this paper.

The basic ideas behind Freire’s pedagogical theory are conscientization 

and dialogue, and the basic hypothesis of this paper is that these ideas are 

also in the root of most of the drama-in-education practices. He sees this as a 

way in which the two practices intersect and intertwine. Second hypothesis of 

this paper is that, along with ideological connections, the methodology used 

in drama in education practice represents a continuation of Freire’s pedagogy. 

Namely, the method Freire used to teach literacy had some elements of drama 

techniques and play, but was closer to the approach dialogic pedagogy adopted. 

However, it did inspire Augusto Boal (1984) to develop his own educational 

practice based in theatre. It could be argued that theatre was seen by Boal 

and other practitioners of drama in education as a more engaging way to 

incorporate the theories of Freire.

The practice of Freire and that of the drama-in-education has diferences, 

but only in terms of one being a direct continuation of the other. Drama-in-

education is based on learning through play, but it usually presupposes time for 

discussion and dialogue before the beginning of the process, sometimes during 

the process, and at the end of the process. The interrelation of the imagined and 

the real world that collide during those discussions is what breaks the culture of 

silence and creates a multitude of dialogues that lead to understanding of the 

world and the position both the students and the teachers have in it.

However, there are many diferent meanings behind both the usage of 

drama in education and critical pedagogy. For this reason, the author will first 

define both the term critical pedagogy and drama-in-education, and then 
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proceed to discussing how Freire’s theory and his pedagogical method are 

interrelated with the usage of drama in education, and why they are relevant 

today. It is important to note that some of the practical applications of both 

critical pedagogy and drama in education are in direct contradiction with 

the fundamental ideas these two approaches to education stand for. These 

applications will not be discussed in this paper at length due to page limitation.

The intention of the author is, therefore, to analyze the role drama could 

have in education as a process of conscientization of the youth, as well as to 

show how the philosophy of Freire is relevant in this context. Research that 

was analyzed in this paper was based on what was available to the author at 

the time of writing. Therefore, its conclusions are subject to criticism, and could 

further be enhanced by more detailed research in the future. 

Critical pedagogy and the process of conscientization

…a number of educational perspectives that address the issue of power in 

teaching and learning. As such, critical pedagogy is best understood not as 

a single theory, but as a range of possible educational responses to social 

structures and relations that are unequal or oppressive. The “critical” in 

critical pedagogy refers to the ability to analyze, expose and challenge the 

hidden social, cultural and political processes that are a part of knowledge 

production, including how one’s own views and assumptions come from a 

particular cultural and historical formation (NYU Steinhardt, n.d.). 

In his book Life in Schools, Peter McLaren (2013a), one of the most 

influential critical pedagogues of the 21st century and a close friend of Paulo 

Freire, states that critical pedagogy is based on the conviction that education 

in the function of social and self-empowerment is the ethical priority over the 

acquisition of technical skills, which are inevitably linked to the logic of the 

market, whereby he does not exclude the importance of acquiring technical 

skills. Seeing critical pedagogy as “a range of possible educational responses to 

social structures and relations that are unequal or oppressive” (McLaren, 2013a: 

356), leads us to the conclusion that this theory is not limited to one educational 

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

180

:



practice, but can be found in an array of diferent approaches to education, and 

that all have these things in common – analysis, exposure and challenges of the 

social, cultural and political processes that are a part of knowledge production.

Critical pedagogy is relevant today because the main focus of education, schools 

and universities in the 21st century seems to be the eficiency, which is suitable for 

production of the perfect employees for companies, enterprises and industries. 

The most important characteristic of these employees seems to be their ability 

to adapt and to play by the rules of the market, to try to predict how that market 

will behave and to use it to the company’s advantage. For them to get these very 

well paid jobs, they need to graduate at the top of their class, to have the highest 

scores on tests, designed to measure their eficiency and efectiveness, but they 

also need to have competitive CVs and cover letters (Maun, 2010). The race to 

success leaves little room for dialogue, critical thinking and analysis of a system 

that could and should be improved.

However, this is not only about the global social change. Some of the more 

critical psychologists and pedagogues have linked this kind of value system to the 

50% increase in depression and anxiety disorders. Some studies suggest that the 

reason for this trend is the fact that the motivation of the students has become 

increasingly more extrinsic than intrinsic, that is to say, their motivation is more 

oriented towards goals that objectively they have less control over, such as good 

grades, being financially secure or having good looks (Gray, 2013). In the previous 

decades, intrinsic motivation was far more important, and personal philosophy, the 

meaning of life and personal truth were what drove young people forward (Gray, 

2013). These studies may shed light on why critical theory and a constant appeal 

for a diferent education system are at the center of many debates today. 

By propagating critical consciousness and contextualizing the relations of 

power, Paulo Freire was one of the pioneers of the movement of critical pedagogy. 

The focus of his studies were people and their struggle against all types of 

oppression. His way of teaching literacy was very efective mainly because he 

used metaphors and photographs to better explain words, their relations to one 

another, but most importantly, their relation to the outside reality of the people 

he was teaching. The key words of his pedagogy and life philosophy were – 

consciousness and dialogue.
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In his book of collected essays titled Education for critical consciousness, 

Freire defines conscientização as ’’development of the awakening of critical 

awareness’’ (Freire, 2005b: 15), while in his most famous book Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, translator Myra Bergman Ramos notes that ’’the term conscientização 

refers to learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and 

to take action against the oppressive elements of reality.’’ (Freire, 2005a: 35). 

For Freire, education meant the awakening of critical awareness, it meant the 

realization that men and women are Subjects in the world which they inhabit, and 

that they can, through mutual communication and cooperation, live in that world, 

but also with the world, thus having the ability to change it.

For Freire, as well as for McLaren and many other critical pedagogues, 

conscientização or conscientization of the oppressed means their liberation from 

the oppressors by understanding their position and creating the scope of action 

that involves dialogue: “The correct method lies in dialogue. The conviction of 

the oppressed that they must fight for their liberation is not a gift bestowed by 

the revolutionary leadership, but the result of their own conscientização” (Freire, 

2005a: 67)

Peter McLaren underlines that dialogue entails a critical exploration of 

knowledge – not just in the sense of what the Subjects think, but also why they 

think what they think (McLaren, 2013b). He highlights that trust, which is a very 

important aspect of dialogue, does not exist before the Subjects enters dialogue, 

but rather is created in the act of dialogue itself (McLaren, 2013b). It is, therefore 

evident, that instead of the continual state of successive monologues that we 

witness in today’s world of mediated culture and the ’’society of spectacle’’ 

(Debord, 1967)33, our society is in need of a diferent kind of education.
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33 The spectacle is a central notion in the Situationist theory, developed by Guy Debord in 
his 1967 book, The Society of the Spectacle. In its limited sense, spectacle means the mass 
media, which are "its most glaring superficial manifestation." Debord said that the society 
of the spectacle came to existence in the late 1920s. The critique of the spectacle is a 
development and application of Karl Marx's concept of fetishism of commodities, reification 
and alienation, and the way it was reprised by György Lukács in 1923. In the society of the 
spectacle, the commodities rule the workers and the consumers instead of being ruled by 
them. The consumers are passive subjects that contemplate the reified spectacle.



For Freire, the dialogue implied that the oppressed cannot liberate 

themselves by using the methods of oppression; nor can they be liberated by the 

oppressors who do not have any interest in liberating them, but he stated: 

...The only efective instrument is a humanizing pedagogy in which the 

revolutionary leadership establishes a permanent relationship of dialogue 

with the oppressed. In a humanizing pedagogy, the method ceases to be 

an instrument by which the teachers (in this instance the revolutionary 

leadership) can manipulate the students (in this instance the oppressed) 

because it expresses the consciousness of the students themselves. (Freire, 

2005a: 67)

Freire opposes this humanizing pedagogy to what he calls the banking 

concept of education. The banking model is analogue to what we deem traditional 

education – it presupposes that the teacher is the sole holder of knowledge and 

that knowledge is beyond questioning, while the students are in the position of 

passive subordination and are expected to absorb the information mechanically. In 

relation to his view of consciousness, he put forward the following: 

Implicit in the banking concept is the assumption of a dichotomy between 

human beings and the world: a person is merely in the world, not with the 

world or with others; the individual is a spectator, not re-creator. In this view, 

the person is not a conscious being (corpo consciente); he or she is rather 

a possessor of a consciousness: an empty ''mind’’ passively open to the 

reception of deposits of reality from the world outside. (Freire, 2005a: 76)  

Freire notes that education in the banking concept is ''sufering from 

narration sickness’’, and that ''the teacher talks about reality as if it were 

motionless, static, compartmentalized and predictable’’ (Freire, 2005b: 71). To that 

kind of a system he opposes the one in which the teacher is at the same time the 

student, and vice versa. In this kind of a relationship of mutual trust dialogue can 

take place.

Dialogue, critical thought and the utmost need to first understand, and 

then by the process of understanding, awaken consciousness can change 

the oppressive system of liberal capitalism; as such are at the base of critical, 

liberation pedagogy.
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Dialogue, self-awareness and self-empowerment were also what 

initiated and drove forward the movement of drama-in-education. This 

movement is rooted in many different theories and practices from 

different fields that put the students and children at the centre of the 

learning process, and have as their goal fostering development of the 

youth as critical thinkers and Subjects. 

It should be noted, though, that the term drama-in-education had 

many different definitions and that not every practice that is associated 

with this movement could be associated with the pedagogical theory of 

progressive education and Freire’s pedagogical practice. In the following 

chapter the significance of theatre in education will be explained, as 

well as the definition of the term drama-in-education; the methods and 

benefits of using drama in education and how it connects back to Freire’s 

concept of conscientization. 

Drama in education – Theatre as a tool for reflection and action

Theatre has more often than not been a way in which a community 

reflects upon itself. It has challenged many aspects of life and served as 

a way to point out, through different dramatic methods, the problems 

that a society faces, and to ask questions on subjects important to 

that society. Theatre can also be seen as an integral part of every 

childhood, taking into account that children use what is considered 

theatrical methods (e.g. role play) to explore the world, others and their 

identities. Through play, the child learns and develops. According to 

some researchers, role play fosters the capacity for meta-cognition (the 

ability to think about ways one thinks; Blatner, 1995). Through role play, 

as Blatner explains: ’’children learn to distance themselves from the role, 

to shift between the role of the part they play and the role of the actor 

in dialogue with the direction about how that part should be played’’. As 

Blatner further pointed out: 

...the resulting ’’choosing self ’’ is the psychological complex, which 

represents a degree of mental flexibility that is a step beyond the 
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ordinary rational level of consciousness, because it deals with the 

realistic capacity to shift among the number of different frames of 

reference. (Blatner, 1995: 5)

This view of drama is in its nature dialogic and very similar to Bakhtin’s 

use of the term. For Bakhtin “dialogism recognizes the multiplicity of 

perspectives and voices and is referred to as ‘double-voiced’ or ‘multi-

voiced''' (Karatzogianni & Robinson, 2010). In role play, multiple voices 

are present both in terms of characters and their perspectives, and in the 

perspectives of other children involved in play. For that reason, we are 

inclined to claim that when drama is used in education, we always apply 

dialogic pedagogy. 

The connection between education and theatre, their interrelation 

and convergence was established thanks to the movement of progressive 

education developed in the late 19th century and popularized in the 1920s 

and the 1930s by John Dewy (Nicholson, 2009). This movement emphasized 

the centrality of the child in the process of learning (as opposed to the 

centrality of information that was dominant in the previous years), and 

advocated classroom environment in which children were encouraged to 

express themselves spontaneously and freely (Nicholson, 2009).  Dewy 

argued that the arts have a special ability to integrate child’s thoughts 

and feelings with their actions (Nicholson, 2009). For him, children’s 

cognitive and emotional development was best supported by constructive 

childhood play and problem-solving, and this attitude to learning prompted 

a revolution in educational thinking in which the arts had a central role 

(Nicholson, 2009).

The later movements of Drama-in-Education (DIE) and Theatre-in-

Education (TIE) were strongly influenced by the principles of progressive 

education. Winifred Ward founded the Creative Dramatics movement in the 

US in the 1930s, inspired by the theories of creativity and ‘free expression’ 

of Dewy. Her theatre promoted creative dramatics as a way of extending 

children’s individual growth (Nicholson, 2009).

Theatre-in-Education movement, that gained momentum after Second 

World War and blossomed in the 1960s and 1970s, developed as a result of 
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both the rejection of the values of commercial theatre and traditional 

education. This theatrical pedagogy, as Helen Nicholson pointed out, 

sought to encourage young people to participate in theatre as a learning 

medium and as a vehicle of social change (Nicholson, 2009). The pioneer 

of this movement was Belgrade Theatre Coventry, which had the explicit 

intention of devising working methods that were radically different from 

the conservative practices of mainstream theatre (Nicholson, 2009: 19).

The usage of drama in the process of learning has since then 

changed many names, some of which are Theatre for Youth, Theatre 

for Young Audiences, Theatre Education, Drama in Education, Creative 

Dramatics, Applied Theatre etc. These developments led to the 

publication of the book Theatre for Change by Landy & Montgomery 

(2012), in which they argued that the umbrella term for all of these 

practices could be Theatre for Change, because every individual 

practitioner and company aimed to change the current education system 

and find ways in which theatre can be used as an impulse for a personal, 

social or political change. 

And while most of the Theatre-in-Education movements insist 

on creating high-quality performances that deal with problems that 

the youth face, the practitioners who position themselves as the 

practitioners of drama in education, insist on the process of drama 

(which leads to discovery) rather than on performance in front of an 

audience (Landy & Montgomery, 2012). This way of drama integration 

into education is closer to the process of conscientization Freire 

had in mind, and is directly linked to Augusto Boal and his theatre 

practice. The definition of drama in education is also closely linked to 

dialogic pedagogy. Namely, in drama in education, critical dialogue is 

inevitable and very necessary part of the process. Through dialogue 

and discussion, both at the beginning and the end of the drama process, 

and sometimes even during the process (Landy & Montgomery, 2012), 

the participants are a part of multitude of voices and collide with voices 

of others (i.e. the characters as well as their peers and teachers), they 

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

186



reinterpret their own identities, ideas and views. By the process of final 

discussion, they can share their own transformed understanding of the 

topic, exchange it with others and learn through dialogue. That is why 

dialogic pedagogy is here interpreted as an integral part of pedagogical 

usage of drama. 

These practices were backed by the considerable amount of 

research in the fields of psychology and pedagogy that analyzed the 

process of learning among children, as well as creativity and divergent 

thinking. Jean Piaget was very influential with his theory of intellectual 

development. In the book of collected research titled The Intellectual 

Development of a Child (1988), he highlighted the importance of play 

in the process of learning. One of the examples of his influence to 

education policies was the review of primary education by the UK 

government in 1966, which was based strongly on his theory. In this 

review, what is called discovery learning – the idea that children learn 

best through doing and actively exploring, was seen as central to the 

transformation of the primary school (McLeod, 2009). 

The report's re-occurring themes are individual learning, flexibility 

in the curriculum, the centrality of play in children's learning, the 

use of the environment, learning by discovery and the importance of 

the evaluation of children's progress – teachers should not assume 

that only what is measurable is valuable (McLeod, 2009).

The theory of Lev Vygotsky was equally valuable, as he emphasized 

the correlation between the environment and the learning process 

(whereas Piaget saw no causal connection between the process of 

learning and the social environment). He was researching the zone of 

proximal development, "the distance between the actual developmental 

level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under 

adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (McLeod, 

2010). Vygotsky stressed the importance of a person who guides the 

learning process (be it a teacher or a more capable or knowledgeable 

student), and through dialogue with the student (in this case a child) 
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creates an environment for them to learn faster (McLeod, 2007). Freire 

also stressed the importance of the person leading the process of 

learning, and maintained that the facilitator of learning should guide 

that process through dialogue (Meklaren, 2013b). Vigotsky pointed out 

that development is faster through collaboration with others. Freire, too, 

highlighted the importance of collaboration, dialogue and consciousness in 

learning.

Research done regarding creativity and divergent thinking can 

also shed light on the reason behind theatre and drama in education 

being considered of immense help in creating critical, confident, curious 

individuals, who reflect, and upon reflection act in the direction of social 

change and improvement. 

In 1968, Robert Landy did a study investigating divergent thinking 

(one of the key components of creativity) among children in a time frame 

of 15 years, and discovered that among the children between the ages of 

3 and 5 – 98% were geniuses at divergent thinking. However, as the years 

passed, the percentage dropped dramatically (30% score for the same 

children at the age of 10, and 12% for same children at the age of 15). 

When he studied them as adults, only 2% showed above average results in 

divergent thinking (Naiman, 2014). What this research shows is that almost 

every person has the creative potential and that creativity is ‘unlearned’ in 

the process of education (Naiman, 2014). 

The most recent, and maybe the most famous amongst the educators 

and progressive teachers of the 21st century, Ken Robinson argues that 

what is needed in education is a complete change of paradigm, because in 

a rapidly changing world we will need creative, innovative, critical thinkers 

who will be able to in turn use the new technologies to change the world 

for the better (Robinson, 2009). What he means by this is an approach to 

education similar to the one Dewy had in mind; the one where dialogue, 

investigation, curiosity and creativity are the basis of the learning process 

(Landy & Montgomery, 2011). As Edward Bond wrote: ‘’Education should 

enable children to search for meaning so that they may bear witness to life’’ 

(quoted in Nicholson, 2009).
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The research in the areas of psychology and pedagogy, along with 

the practices of many educators puts the child, the learning process and 

creativity at the centre of their interests. Art and drama in particular 

have been observed to have an enormous impact on creativity and 

learning processes. Pedagogues imply that, by being a part of a drama 

process, children develop divergent thinking, and the application of 

drama extends to informal learning and finds a valuable place in an 

array of institutions that have inclusion and rehabilitation as their goal 

(Milosavljević, 2013). Because it can be used in many different areas, 

drama as a tool in teaching and learning practices can have a very 

broad social effect. Contemporary research (e.g. DICE – Development 

and Intercultural Education project) has shown that the use of drama 

in education can extensively improve children’s relationship with 

school, family, their peers, community and society (Milosavljević, 2013). 

However, drama is not just a tool. It can be a way in which communities 

reflect upon the world, and upon reflection, act towards change. That 

was the initial reason for the convergence of drama with education, 

and as Bond pointed out ' 'drama is change, and its essence is creation. 

However, creation needs freedom, and that is why there is no freedom 

without drama.’’ (Bond, 2013: 62). This role of drama and theatre, the 

role of a catalyst for freedom and change, of a platform for dialogue and 

exploration is what corresponds to Freire’s definition of conscientization. 

In addition to that, drama is closely linked to divergent thinking and 

creativity, and these are the prerequisites for a free, critically thinking 

individual that can and will act toward change, which was the basic idea 

behind Freire’s critical pedagogy and theory.

Conclusion

Freire’s concept of conscientization was mainly tied to adult education and 

the poorest of Brazil. However, on a broader scale, his concept of conscientization 

was concerned with any relationship of the oppressors and the oppressed, and 

awakening critical awareness about the oppression. Through awaking critical 
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awareness, he intended to make room for freedom of expression and thought. 

For him that was only possible through dialogue by changing the banking 

concept of education and replacing it with a more democratic one in which 

the role of a teacher and student would be interrelated and interdependent. 

In practice, he managed to achieve it thorough the process of teaching that 

involved full engagement of the participants and even a few drama techniques 

(i.e. filmstrips and games). 

Theatre and drama have proven to play an important role in childhood 

development. Creative dramatics encourage critical thinking and open up 

the approach to resolving conflict situations diferent than the one present 

in traditional education system. Drama in education develops imagination, 

creativity, increases attention and focus, but also awakens curiosity and reviews 

social constructs. Through dramatic participation, the student learns how to 

research the context of a given situation, potential solutions and consequences 

(BAZA2rt, 2015). Through that process, the student learns how to learn, analyze 

and think freely and critically. The methods used are the ones germane to 

theatre – role playing, dialogue, investigation of the characters, their motivation 

and social position, and understanding of the situation. Through those 

methods, as well as through dialogues with each other and teachers, students 

learn who they are and what is their position in relation to a certain subject, 

while acquiring knowledge about that subject (be it a lecture in mathematics, 

language or history). By engaging the students in the fantasy world, and asking 

them to analyze that fantasy world at the same time and its relation to their 

reality, the students awaken their consciousness; they become aware of the 

interrelation of the world and themselves. Through drama techniques, they both 

learn the technical skills and develop critical consciousness. 

It is evident that dialogue is the key component that connects Freire’s 

concept of conscientization and the practice of drama in education. Dialogue is 

here interpreted as Bakhtin himself interpreted it: 

Dialogic spaces are not necessarily created in exchanges between children 

and adults in dialogue or conversation. Dialogue is only “dialogic” for 

a person who imaginatively enters into another consciousness, takes 

up a diferent perspective, and uses it to change their understanding. 

(Edmiston, n.d.) 
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The key component of Freirian dialogue is the awakening of the 

consciousness through interactions with other consciousnesses and 

ideas. Evidently, that is also the key to the dialogue present in drama 

in education practice. However, while Freire rooted his theory on 

conversation between people (making it closer to what is termed dialogic 

pedagogy), in drama in education roots are in action, even though that 

action is imagined. The role of drama and theatre in education, as seen 

through the lens of Freire's work, can best be explained by Augusto 

Boal; theatre as a way to ’’rehearse reality’’, or rather to use the drama 

and theatre as a platform for analysis of life, and through the usage of 

fiction, practice the changes we want to see in our reality (Boal, 1984). 

This is subsequently the method that takes Freire’s theories and practice 

to a more advanced level and connects dialogic pedagogy, drama in 

education and the concept of conscientization. If we take the definition 

of drama in education as the process in which drama techniques are used 

to foster dialogue, discussion and critical thought, and take into account 

that the root of dialogic pedagogy is the critical dialogue between the 

teacher and the students in which all of the opinions matter, we come 

to the conclusion that dialogic pedagogy is implicit in every practice 

of drama in education. Augusto Boal is considered the practitioner of 

applied theatre, which uses drama techniques to empower the oppressed, 

to create critical awareness of the participants by making them rehearse 

their realities. The drama techniques that Boal uses in his practice, and 

the manner in which he uses them is analogue to the one in drama in 

education movements. The students are guided through different drama 

techniques (i.e. invisible theatre, image theatre, forum theatre…) and put 

into different roles (BAZ2Art, 2015). During the process, the whole group 

discusses scenes and situations that are connected to the lesson being 

learned. It could be argued that in this way the students make stronger 

connections between the material that should be learned and their 

concrete social background. By rehearsing reality, and discussing all 

of the different forces that govern that reality, the students both learn 

faster and become aware of other perspectives, which in turn in one way 
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or another changes their own. The claim that dialogic pedagogy is 

in opposition with drama in education practices seems completely 

unfounded in this context. However, there are practices of drama in 

education that have more in common with the traditional education 

than they do with progressive education or Freire’s liberation pedagogy. 

Because every aspect of life is being controlled by the ones with power, 

it could be argued that it has become increasingly more difficult to 

develop true critical pedagogy. That is why theatre as one of the most 

valuable means for the empowerment of the critical thought, curious 

mind and open-minded attitude can also be used as the means of 

manipulation of the masses. In order for drama to be used as a catalyst 

for critical thought and conscientization, it is necessary for it to foster 

dialogue and encourage curiosity and divergent thinking. However, in 

the recent years, many theatre practitioners have used drama as a way 

to manipulate students into ‘correct’ ways of thinking by showing one 

side of the story as the only truth, while in that process demonizing 

the other34. The review of Child Health Promotion Research Center 

from Australia, stated that Theatre-in-Education programs should have 

a pre-set goal for the behavioral change of children, which should be 

achieved through the workshops and performances of TIE groups. This 

implies that children should, through the process of drama change their 

behavior, and not develop critical and curious mind. This kind of practice, 

where children are put into a fantasy world, after and about which 

there is no discussion, and are expected to come to definite conclusions 

without any possibility of a dialogue, is what is in complete opposition to 

dialogic pedagogy and Freireian conscientization. 

It is important to keep in mind that the best way theater and drama 

can be used in correlation to education, as seen through the prism of 
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34 Landy & Montgomery reference several educators who used theatre as a means to prove 
a point such as Sight and Sound Theatre from Missouri with their production of Noah The 

Musical. The message of this performance was clear – accept Jesus as your savior or you 
will be damned in your own metaphorical flood. 



Freirean philosophy, is through using theatre as Boal did – as a space in 

which it is possible to experiment, question and learn. Any form of education 

that imposes itself onto the student, and which does not create dialogue, 

can be characterized as oppressive. This kind of exploitation of theater and 

drama goes hand in hand with the already oppressive educational system, 

the one which ’’actively stifles the conditions that are essential to creative 

development’’ (Robinson, 2001).

The role of pedagogy today lies therefore ’’not only in changing how 

people think about themselves and their relationship to others and the world, 

but also in energizing students and others to engage in those struggles that 

further possibilities for living in a more just society’’ (Giroux, 2004: 63/64). As 

we have seen, the most effective way of accomplishing such a feat is through 

the usage of drama techniques and dialogue that lead to the conscientization 

of both the students and the teachers.  
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U svojoj knjizi Obrazovanje za kritičku svest Paulo Freire, brazilski 

prosvetitelj i filozof, ističe važnost kritičkog mišljenja u obrazovanju, 

kao i potrebu da se umesto monologa i tišine, stvara dijalog između onih 

koji neko znanje prenose, i onih koji to znanje primaju. Iako se Freire u 

svom radu bavio drugom vrstom obrazovanja, pre svega opismenjujući 

najsiromašnije stanovnike Brazila, njegove ideje o podizanju svesti, o 

dijaloškoj razmeni i podsticanju kritičkog mišljenja i dalje su veoma 

aktuelne.

Odnos učitelj-učenik može biti, posmatrano kroz prizmu Freirove 

filozofije, odnos tlačitelja i potlačenog. Da li uvođenje dramske edukacije, 

odnosno upotrebe pozorišta u svrhe učenja, podsticanja na kritičko 

mišljenje i samostalno istraživanje može da promeni ovu dinamiku koja 

je i dalje sveprisutna u obrazovnim sistemima? Vodeći se savremenim 

otkrićima u psihologiji i pedagogji i idejom da učenje kroz igru najviše 

može podstaći decu i mlade da se povezuju, razvijaju i otkrivaju 

samostalno, ovaj rad ima za cilj da prikaže kako je moguće povezati 

ideje o samosvesti (koje je još Freire postavio baveći se siromašnima u 

Brazilu), sa upotrebom dramske edukacije u svrhe podizanja samosvesti 

i podsticanja mladih na kritičko mišljenje. U radu je učinjen pokušaj 

da se pojam samosvest, koji Freire koristi u pre svega političkom 

smislu, transponuje na osećaj samosvesti koji mogu imati mladi dok 

uče i stvaraju. Ovaj rad će pokušati da ispita kako drama kao način 

učenja, može doprineti podizanju svesti mladih i podsticanju na veću 

samostalnost, čvršću povezanost sa svojim vršnjacima i veći stepen 

slobode u učenju i istraživanju. 

Samosvest i drama u obrazovanju

Aleksandra Stojanović

Fakultet dramskih umetnosti, Univerzitet umetnosti u Beogradu

Beograd, Srbija

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

196



197

Razlog za ovakav ogled leži u činjenici da se trenutni obrazovni 

sistem i dalje postavlja kao prostor neslobode, gde učenici veći deo 

časova prespavaju, dosađuju se ili počinju da mrze svoje profesore, jer 

su i dalje, uprkos razvoju interneta i sve veće akumulacija informacija na 

mreži, oni posmatrani kao pasivni i potčinjeni.

Ključne reči: pozorište, obrazovanje, samosvest, sloboda, Freire
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How was Bitef Polyphony created? In what context? How much 

has the context changed in the course of 15 years? In what way has the 

presentation of Art for Social Changes – Play against Violence regional 

programme within 34th BITEF in 2000, called Polyphony, responded to 

the contextual realities? What is the feedback of its contents, various 

topics and cyclic structures of Bitef Polyphony? How did they discover 

and develop polyphonic concept as a distinctive sign and value?

Through a review of the origin and development of Bitef Polyphony, 

the author explores and reveals mechanisms of social dependence of 

artistic, educational, and other programme initiatives that pertain to be 

activist, and to engage different stakeholders of the local community 

who foster dialogue, exchange of experiences, mutual partnership and 

cooperation on a larger scale, especially in regional frames. The author 

also touches upon sustainability of Bitef Polyphony as a programme, 

given that it operates on the grounds of insufficiently known rules of the 

world it created itself and which, in spite of all, it continues to develop.

 

Keywords: Bitef Polyphony, polyphonic concept, changeable contexts, 

performing arts, developmental process
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CONTEXTS OF BITEF POLYPHONY – THE FIRST FIFTEEN YEARS

Year after year, in the second half of September, Belgrade International 

Theatre Festival BITEF remains to be a phenomenon, distancing itself from 

tradition, and in the eyes of the world, it is a specific artistic practice, the 

continuity and influences, which reveal a specific concept of subsistence 

throughout turbulent reality. Mira Trailović35 and Jovan Ćirilov36 initiated the 

foundation of BITEF in 1967. Since the beginnings, the festival continually 

followed and supported the oncoming new theatrical arts trends and 

tendencies, thus becoming one of the most important European festivals and, 

as it continued to grow and develop with these particular qualities, it has 

reached an undisputable position and status on the theatre map of the world. 

Bitef Polyphony, as the side programme of the Belgrade International 

Theatre Festival BITEF, reveals, explores and presents the spaces of 

new theatrical tendencies that occur and are being develop through 

the engagement of theatre artists and other experts in collaborative 

work; primarily young people in various areas and living fields of artistic, 

educational and social activities and actions, initiating changes and altering 

standard practices. Basic intention is to explore new theatrical tendencies in 

their origins, and the fact that there are numerous variations on research in 

this open and, mostly, alternative and marginalized field. 

Bitef Polyphony is specifically dedicated to young people, their growth, 

social integration, burning issues and delicate questions and topics… but 

above all, it is dedicated to permanent attempts to create grounds for mutual 

engagement and agency, relevant and valuable in terms of living a life.  

As the side programme with a unique original editorial policy, Bitef 

Polyphony introduced a significant chapter in designing the recognizable 

“polyphonic concept” that has continually been developed as a particular 

approach of a “side festival programme”, establishing within the BITEF its very 

concept of new theatrical tendencies.
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35 Mira Trailović (1924 – 1989), playwright, theatre director and founder of Atelje 2012 
Theatre in Belgrade. In 1967, she founded Belgrade International Theatre Festival BITEF, in 
close collaboration with Jovan Ćirilov.
36 Jovan Ćirilov (1931 – 2014), theatrologist, philosopher, writer, poet and, since 
establishment in 1967 to 2014, artistic director and selector of Belgrade International 
Theatre Festival BITEF.



Named after a musical form, and challenged by it, Bitef Polyphony continues 

to develop its layout as a music composition, through a specific structure of a 

cyclical organization and "feedback“, because the "polyphony“ as a metaphor 

has become a conceptual sign for the multitude of voices, variations and 

counterpoints. 

Theoretically, the concept of Bitef Polyphony is initially based on concepts 

of Mikhail Bakhtin (1895 – 1975), Russian philosopher, literary critic, semiotician 

and scholar who worked on literary theory, ethics, aesthetics and the philosophy 

of language. According to Bakhtin (1999), every person is influenced by others in 

an inescapably intertwined manner, and consequently no voice could be regarded 

as isolated. Bakhtin also found in Dostoevsky's work a true representation of 

"polyphony” that is, many voices (Bahtin, 2000). This idea of polyphony is 

related to the concepts of unfinalizability and self-and-others, since it is the 

unfinalizability of individuals that creates true polyphony. Bakhtin briefly outlined 

the polyphonic concept of truth. Truth needs a multitude of carrying voices. 

It cannot be held within a single mind it also cannot be expressed by "a single 

mouth". The polyphonic truth requires many simultaneous voices. Bakhtin does 

not mean to say that many voices carry partial truths that complement each 

other. A number of diferent voices do not make the truth if simply "levelled" or 

"synthesized". It is the fact their mutual addressing, engagement, and commitment, 

and the context of a real-life event, that distinguishes truth from untruth.

On the other hand, these are concepts of Douglas Hofstadter, American 

professor of cognitive science whose research focuses on the sense of "I" 

consciousness, analogy-making, artistic creation, literary translation, and discovery 

in mathematics and physics. He is best known for his first book “Gödel, Escher, 

Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid”, also referred to  as GEB, which was originally 

published in 1979. By exploring common themes in the lives and works of logician, 

mathematician and philosopher Kurt Goedel, graphic artist M.C. Escher and 

composer and musician Johann Sebastian Bach, the book discussed abstract 

patterns the author named "Strange Loop" and “Tangled Hierarchies". Hofstadter 

perceived examples of “Strange Loops” in mathematics, painting and music, 

since these systems are self-organized according to the principles of “Tangled 

Hierarchies",  which occur as cyclic structures. Thus, it is not possible to reach a 
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conclusion on the superiority and/or subordination of particular levels. This 

always results in new quality since, as Hofstadter underlined, it is not about the 

matter, out of which something is created. Rather, it is about the way that matter 

is organised as a component of a particular phenomenon (Hofstadter, 1980).

But, let us start at the beginning.

The first programme presentation named “Polyphony” took place on 34th 

BITEF in 2000, as the second evaluation meeting of the Art for Social Change 

programme, organized by the European Cultural Foundation (ECF, Amsterdam) 

in partnership with Fund for an Open Society Yugoslavia, the Centre for New 

Theatre and Dance CENPI and Stari Grad Cultural Centre, Belgrade. In 2000, 

the topic of 34th BITEF Festival was “Theatre and Evil”, and the “Polyphony” 

programme tackled the issue of violence and the dilemma of how to enable 

young people to cope with it through performing arts as a space of sheltering, 

sharing and empowerment. The “Polyphony” programme took place from the 

16th - 26th September 2000, and was composed of three piece parts: “Towards a 

New Theatre”- Internship for Artists and Art Managers37; “Play for Life” - Training 

Workshops and Public Presentation of  “Play against Violence - Art for Social 

Change Programme”38; and “Sheltering and Sharing” - Evaluating Meeting for the 

Art for Social Change Programme39.  
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37 The lecturers were Novica Antić (BITEF Festival), Mary Ann de Vlieg (IETM), Milan Nikolić 
(Centre for Policy Studies “For Zemun”), Dragan Stojković (Union of Independent Citizens), 
Boban Skerlić and Kazimir Ćurgus (ADFOR), Branislav Stojković (sociologist), Milena 
Dragičević Šešić (FDU) and Milan Lučić, programme editor (CENPI).
38 Presenters were Igor Dobričić (ECF, Amsterdam, Holland), Chrissie Tiller (Royal National 
Theatre, London, UK), Karolina Spajić (ZID Theatre, Amsterdam, the Netherlands) and 
Slobodan Beštić (Swan Theatre), Tanja Pajović and Nenad Čolić (Blue Theatre), Sanja 
Krsmanović Tasić (DAH Theatre), Gordana Lebović and Janoš Buš (Omen Theatre), Sunčica 
Milosavljević and Ivana Despotovoć (Growing Up Theatre), Boris Čakširan and Vedran Vučić 
(ErgStatus Dance Theatre), Nela Antonović (Mimart Theatre), Tibor Sloboda (Ujvideki 
Szinhaz, Novi Sad), Goran Golovko (National Theatre, Split) and Ljubica Beljanski-Ristić, 
artistic director and project coordinator of Play against Violence - Art for Social Change 
programme in Yugoslavia (CEDEUM).
39 Theatre artists and other experts were from Holland, United Kingdom, Estonia, Poland, 
Bulgaria, Romania and Yugoslavia (Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia). 
Facilitators of the Evaluating Meeting were Chrissie Tiller, consultant for the Art for Change 
programme (Royal National Theatre, London, UK) and Igor Dobričić, programme oficer 
(ECF, Amsterdam, the Netherlands).  



Initiated by European Cultural Foundation in 1995, the focus of 

the Art for Social Change programme was on the specific collaborative 

artistic projects with young people in those regions of Europe, where 

social and political turmoil was producing situation in which the 

meaningful inclusion of young people into society was threatened, if not 

made completely impossible. Between 1997 and 2000, two sub-programs 

emerged. The first, Play against Violence, evolved through a network 

of professionals established in the SEE countries (Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Macedonia, Romania and Yugoslavia), 

under whose umbrella 27 pilot projects have been initiated. Close 

collaboration was established with the Open Society Funds network from 

seven SEE countries. The structure of the programme was intended to 

empower local potentials and create the network of performing artists 

and other professionals, who would, on a regional and international level, 

get acquainted with, develop and disseminate beneficial practices. 

Chrissie Tiller (Royal National Theatre, London, UK) served as a 

Consultant for the Art for Change programme. Coordinator of the Art for 

Social Change programme was program officer at the European Cultural 

Foundation Madelon Cabooter (ECF, Amsterdam, Netherlands). 

The “Play against Violence – Art for Social Change programme” 

pilot-project in Yugoslavia had its starting foundation in mutual 

experience of theatre artists, drama pedagogues and other experts 

who, during many years explored alternative theatre expression and 

new interactive methodologies in their work with young people. With 

their work, the organizations Centre for Drama in Education and Art 

CEDEUM, Centre for New Theatre and Dance CENPI and Association of 

Independent Theatres ANET, presented themselves through the joint 

project called "Play for Life".  

The title was taken from the final passage of a short story “Aska and 

the Wolf”40 by Ivo Andrić (1968), a great writer and Serbian Nobel Prize 

Laureate in Literature. The project was set up as a long-term programme 

consisting of sub-projects named “The Magic Knot”, “The Net” and “The 

Big Swap”. All the activities were basically initiated in the Stari grad 
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Cultural Centre, Belgrade, which, at that time, was the focal point for 

gathering and project work. Coordinator of the Art for Social Change – 

Play against Violence project in Yugoslavia was Ljubica Beljanski Ristić, 

artistic director and project coordinator (Stari Grad Cultural Centre and 

CEDEUM, Belgrade).  

The following year, 2001, motto of the BITEF was "Eros & Ethos", in 

the course of 10-day programme CEDEUM presented the second phase 

of the Art for Social Change – Play against Violence project, still under 

the title Polyphony. Under the “New Harmonies” name, the 2nd Polyphony 

offered training and workshops project i .create@therefore.i.exist, which 

were based on author’s approach, working methods and processes of 

evaluation. The Polyphony programme was carried out in the selected 

open spaces and enclosed premises. Facilitators of the training 

workshops named “Creation and existence” were associates of CEDEUM, 

partner organizations - CENPI and ANET, and guest artists.  

In 2002, the title changed, and Polyphony became Bitef Polyphony. 

The programme concept was already clearly demonstrating its 

polyphonic “composition”, which would, in the years to come, become a 

recognisable concept of this side programme in the contexts of both new 

theatrical trends and topics. They were the “differentia specifica” of the 

international festival of such a large scope, that BITEF was. 

The theme of the 36th  BITEF 2002 – "New (World) Theatre Order“ 

– inspired the third Bitef Polyphony, who adopted the "Make Your Voice 

Heard – Towards New Drama and Theatre in Education“ title and aimed 

at exploring certain "global issues“ of innovative practices of theatre 
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40 “…All around the world it was told and sung about the little sheep Aska who outplayed 
and deceived the horrible wolf. Aska herself never talked about her encounter with the 
beast, or about her play in the forest. That’s because no one likes to talk about the most 
important and the most dificult things in his life. Only a few years later, when she recovered 
from that awful experience, Aska created and set up a famous ballet, called “Play with 
Death” by critics and audience, and “Play for life” by Aska herself… Even today, years after 
that, that famous ballet where art and will to resist conquer every evil, even the death, is still 
on stage…” (Andrić, 1968: 14)



artists in different areas of artistic, educational and social work. Bitef  

Polyphony presented various forms of drama and theatre in education, 

youth theatre and theatre techniques in social work, in four thematic 

blocks: Lifelong Learning; Tolerance Building; Exchange for Change; and 

Integration, Emancipation, Solidarity.

Over the years, Bitef Polyphony presented various national, 

regional and international projects, providing a fresh insight and 

abundant experience exchange via presentations, workshops, work in 

progress, round tables and performances as a result of diverse project 

processes and actions. Each Bitef  Polyphony had been the inspiration 

and initiation of new actions or projects to be implemented within the 

following Bitef Polyphony, thus forming a cyclic structure of continuous 

development. Due to circumstances, but primarily due to the thematic 

context, which was open and changeable, related to the current 

developments, the Bitef Polyphony theme was creatively and playfully 

interconnected with the main BITEF theme.  

The fourth Bitef Polyphony in 2003 was titled "This is the Real 

World – Why Theatre“. With this title, Bitef Polyphony went back to 

issues from the main topic of the 37th BITEF: "The Future of Theatre is 

in Philosophy“ (Berthold Brecht). The focus was on the issues, which  

had just begun to emerge, and search for solutions. Interdisciplinary 

approach and multiculturalism were taken seriously. Methodology 

included working with young people in drama and theatre, and issues 

around introduction of “drama and movement” into formal educational 

curriculum. Bitef Polyphony programme presented various projects 

through three programme blocks: School for the Future ; Young people in 

Drama and Theatre; and Art for Social Change . 

The fifth year of Bitef Polyphony 2004 was particularly significant, 

since it presented the theory inspiration for polyphonic concept. In 

response to the theme of the 38th BITEF in 2004, which was "New 

Tendencies... And Other Passions", the 5th Bitef Polyphony had a title 

"New Enchantments… and Other Passions", and the topic was “Growing 

up with Theatre”. The programme consisted of workshops, open 
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performances and presentations of youth projects. It was comprised out 

of four thematic blocks: New Canons and Fuges; O brawling Love! O loving 

Hate!; Forum of the Young; and Education of educators. A special trait of 

the fifth Bitef Polyphony was the presence and participation of famous 

Swedish director and dramatist Susanne Osten, who was a member of 

the main programme jury at the 38th BITEF. She facilitated an exceptional 

“Creativity?!” workshop and held a “Political Theatre” lecture.

The 39th BITEF in 2005 had a multilayered title with a very complex 

meaning, which was “On the Trail of Fairy Tale and Back“. The sixth Bitef 

Polyphony, with its programme settings, also found itself “On the Trail of 

Fairytale…“, but it moved “…toward the theatre for big and small personal 

stories“. In 2005, Bitef Polyphony was dedicated to the great fairytale 

artist Hans Christian Andersen. The programme blocks were given 

titles after his books (Fairy tales we tell children… and children tell us, 

Fairy tales of our lives… and those which are not ours, Improvisers… and 

their ever new fairy tales) and were thematic stimulations for exploring 

the universal questions, those that people always have a need to talk 

about, still searching for answers, both in reality that surround them and 

imagination or fantastic worlds of fictional creatures and phenomena. 

The sixth Bitef Polyphony addresses specifically topics such as human 

relations, protection of the weak and defenceless, respect for differences, 

non-violent resolution of problems and conflicts, promotion of positive 

communication, and cultivation of a constructive dialogue. 

In 2006, the 40th jubilee of BITEF with a title “Theatre Adventure 

1967 – 2006“  also inspired the seventh Bitef Polyphony to mark its 

activities during the previous seven years. The title of Bitef Polyphony 

was “Variations for Life... Adventures of Theatre in Education for Social 

Changes, 2000 – 2006“. The words For Life were intentionally chosen 

to signify the essence of the first Polyphony activities, including 

achievements of all previous Bitef Polyphony programmes, which, with 

their titles and contents explored the Variations of the main theme and 

the issues related, to contemporary moment and contemporary activities
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in working with, for and by young people. On the other hand, the words 

used within the title of Bitef Polyphony appeared in titles of two 40th 

BITEF Festival main programme plays: the opening play “bODY_rEMIX/

gOLDBERG_vARIATIONS” and the closing play “Ballet for Life”.  

It is important to highlight “coincidences“, which were occurring in 

interweaving programme elements of main BITEF and Bitef Polyphony as 

a side programme. 

The 40th jubilee BITEF in 2006 was a miraculous substantiation 

of the “Strange Loops” concept, which is a basic concept of Bitef 

Polyphony. Bach and Goldberg variations in various interpretations – 

from classic, to jazz, to ethno versions – were the trademark and music 

of Bitef Polyphony from the very beginning. Ballet for life, although in 

a completely different version, was an immediate reminder, creating a 

semantic correlation to the title of the “Play for life” project at the first 

Bitef Polyphony in 2000, when the “Play against Violence – Art for Social 

Change” project was presented.  

The seventh Bitef Polyphony was especially dedicated to delicate 

questions and issues of everyday life of young people. Special attempt 

was given to the cooperation of regional centres for drama and theatre 

in education in Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, which are 

all members and national centres of the International Drama/Theatre 

and Education Association IDEA. The ASSITEJ Serbia, the member and 

national centre of the International Association of Theatre for Children 

and Young People, was presented on the Bitef Polyphony for the first 

time. The seventh Bitef Polyphony was “composed” of seven programme 

themes: An eternal golden Braid; Between two Realities; School without 

Violence – right to play, right to act; School for servants – a phenomena 

which perseveres; Youth Forums – Theatre in Action; The Bridges; and 

Golden perspectives of Bitef Polyphony. All participants and workshop 

leaders were invited to actively participate and explore the topic “Before 

Me”, so as to discover what influenced the development and continuity of 

their personal or collective actions concerning new theatrical tendencies 

in art for social change.

THEATRE WITHIN THE CONTEXT

206



CONTEXTS OF BITEF POLYPHONY – THE FIRST FIFTEEN YEARS

Under the auspices of the 41st BITEF 2007, the motto of which 

was “This is Theatre Too”, the eighth Bitef Polyphony 2007, like never 

before, had an open space for its “side” activities. The Bitef Polyphony 

paid special attention to the new theatre for, with or by young people, 

which was just starting to develop; it has already started expanding, 

deepening, transforming, involving, using elements, opening, stimulating 

changes and changing the routine practices. Year 2007 offered a new 

composition, revealing a new theatre that was opening to diversity – new 

experience, changes, generations and society, some other worlds and 

planets, unexpected encounters and collective participation in magic that 

is simultaneous play, art and dream... This was however theatre, too. The 

focus was on empowerment through theatre, and new establishment of the 

values and significance of exchange on national, regional and international 

levels, and discovering of those new tendencies in the area of theatre with 

young people that appear to be the drivers of new initiatives for future 

actions and projects were developing between the two Bitef Polyphonies, 

and which would be presented at the next Bitef Polyphony. 

The ninth Bitef Polyphony in 2008 elaborated on Tragicomedy – The 

Tragedy of Our Time as the main festival subject and Truth in Theatre 

as the subject of the special programmes in the counterpoint of inter-

generational activities. The Bitef Polyphony had the title “The new roles 

of the theatre for new generations” and explored and promoted the 

innovative, participative and engaged theatre of the young and for the 

young. The themes of productions shown encouraged interaction with 

the audience, and included discussions and work demonstrations before 

or after each performance. The Bitef Polyphony programme discovered 

and promoted new directions in the repertory of institutional theatres 

for children and youth who, through intercultural cooperation and 

international partnership-based projects, become acquainted with topical 

and sensitive issues of growing up, and resurrected the idea of the “family 

theatre« or “theatre in education”. 

The tenth Bitef Polyphony in 2009 celebrated the first decade of 

Polyphony’s existence. The topic of the 43rd BITEF was “Crisis of Capital 
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– Art of Crisis”, meaning that after ten years, Bitef Polyphony was to 

deal with this issue again. However, this time, the focus was on the 

creative capitals  that ‘yielded’ from the years of crisis, both of which 

brought about by the times we live in. Where were, and what were 

the creators and participants of the first Bitef Polyphony doing at 

that point? Daily creative mapping workshops designed as the focal 

point of encounters, exploration and documenting the work of the 

programme with an ongoing mission, provided different answers to 

these questions. The Bitef Polyphony programme presented works and 

trends around marginalized groups, revealing their creative capitals 

and powerful messages communicated to us using the language 

of art. The fields of new theatre tendencies, that had emerged and 

evolved through engagement of theatre artists and other experts in 

institutions or organisations, through partnership projects, or for other 

purposes; drama and theatre as method, tools, technique – these were 

all discussed among the participants. The Bitef  Polyphony presented 

work of professional theatres for children and young people, which were 

exploring innovative forms of expression and dealt with contemporary 

issues and working processes that directly affected young people. 

On the other hand, the programme presented three drama studios 

from the Region (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia) with their 

performances, which resulted in work with young people on their life 

issues and dilemmas. The fact that that year Bitef Polyphony was able 

to present four theatre groups and their productions with inclusive 

approach was of great significance.

The 44th BITEF in 2010 was announced without thematic slogans – 

No logo.  Since BITEF had no topic – the programme itself was the topic. 

The eleventh Bitef Polyphony joined this concept. In the same way as 

it was playing with the theme, now it was playing with the programme. 

The main programme of the BITEF was open, examining the “Isabella’s 

rooms”  performance. The Bitef Polyphony was opened with the “Limes” 

performance by the Mimart Theatre, which was conceived through 

the researching process of “Nela’s rooms” (Nela Antonović, founder 
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and director of the Mimart Theatre). From one workshop to another, 

under the joint programme presentation named “Arts and Theatre 

– Communities for Life”, the concept explored various communities, 

relations and experiences of direct communication between theatre 

community, theatre� nature, theatre education, theatre� science... 

Much like in the course of previous years, the eleventh Bitef Polyphony 

presented those areas of new theatre tendencies which emerged and 

evolved due the commitment of theatre artists and other professionals 

to work together with young people in different fields, thus encouraging 

changes and altering the set practices. It explored three areas and 

trends within them, which at the same time revealed, through the 

projects presented, (although verbally promoted as desirable bases 

for strategic development), models that continually had to assert 

themselves and confirm their significance, value and the necessity of 

their existence. The focus was on theatrical forms, which immediately 

reflect on community theatre, educational theatre and theatre for 

intercultural dialogue. Following the BITEF, the Bitef Polyphony created 

spaces for questioning social conventions within these fields, and 

opened space for self exploration as well. This was the reason why Bitef 

Polyphony did not focus on performances that year. Open workshops 

and interactive presentations enabled the participants to establish an 

immediate discourse and communication, and exchange knowledge, 

experience, views...

The 45th BITEF in 2011 had a title “On the hot tin roof”. Like in 

previous years, the Bitef Polyphony found the inspiration for its motto 

in the themes of “big” BITEF. Inspired by the “Hot tin roof” and very 

interesting productions of theatres and groups that were in its focus 

(Roma), the Bitef Polyphony added another dimension to the main topic of 

BITEF. The 12th Bitef Polyphony in 2011 under the title “…Under the hot tin 

roof...” opened a range of issues concerning discrimination and established 

dialogue. With the participation of international experts and artists, the 

Bitef Polyphony was the gathering place of national centres for drama/

theatre in education coming from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and 
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Serbia. The pilot programme was named “Educational theatre and drama 

as a tool to facilitate Roma inclusion”, and initiated by the Arts and Culture 

Network Programme (ACNP) of Open Society Institut (OSI), Budapest. 

The focus was on promotion, encouraging initiatives and full participation 

of Roma population in arts and culture; empowerment through theatre, 

abundance of diversities and creation of the community of learners. All 

the performances were topics stimuli for the interaction between the 

participants and with the audiences, in the form of discussion, work 

presentations, round tables, various workshops, exchange of experiences, 

and other.

The 13th Bitef Polyphony was conceived as a space for interaction, 

focused around the study of narrative matrices and modern discourse, 

which served as an artistic point of departure for different forms of 

social commitment. The 46th BITEF in 2012 under the “A Trip to the 

Truth” slogan, met its match in the 13th Bitef Polyphony that responded  

with a title referencing the children’s game - “Truth or Dare”.  The 

“Polyphonic Narratives – Approaches and Starting Points” round table 

was a place of interaction and creative contribution to the dialog among 

the participants, professionals, guests and the audience regarding 

the approaches. It also represented starting points in their projects 

that were to be presented at the 13th Bitef Polyphony. They were 

characterized by openness for personal stories and topical social issues, 

exploration and questioning of memories and the past, re-examination 

of the patterns of life in the present, and the prospects and vision of 

the future. Special trait of the 13th Bitef Polyphony was the presence and 

participation of the members of IDEA Europe, the European network of 

the International Drama/Theatre and Education Association IDEA. IDEA 

Europe meets every year in a different European country with an aim 

to promote and encourage joint actions and cooperation. The meeting 

of IDEA Europe network at the time of crisis and the ever-deteriorating 

conditions for the achievement of the desired goals was meant to help 

and encourage, empower, support and exchange good practices and new 

tendencies in educational drama and theatre across Europe.
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The 47th BITEF in 2013 had a title “Its hard to be”, and the 14th Bitef 

Polyphony 2013 settled for the “Too Hard or Not too Hard” title.  The 

Bitef Polyphony owed its existence to the commitment, investment and 

mutual support of those who needed the side-programme to take place 

in the face of all “hard to be’s”. It is easier to succeed than to fail, claims 

Ivan Kos (2008), American psychotherapist and expert in dealing with 

fear of change in his book under whose title he personally conducted 

workshops intended to empower for change. The workshops were 

attended by the first protagonists of Bitef Polyphony. While pondering 

about action and inaction, collapse or non-collapse and the desirable or 

undesirable concept of Bitef Polyphony, it went back to that beginning 

of the first Polyphony during BITEF 2000, which was devoted to art for 

social change and the role of artists in the work with young people and 

vulnerable groups in times of crisis. This topic is still relevant today; the 

crisis as a challenge and the driving force for activation have become 

a part of our daily lives and experience. That is why in response to 

the theme of the 2013 year ’s BITEF - Hard to Be – the Bitef Polyphony 

offered its experience with the methodology of empowerment, new forms 

of interaction among authors, authors and participants, participants 

and spectators; an exchange of experience and acquired knowledge; 

its support to authors’ concepts. It also added a play of words and a 

provoking reflection: Too hard or not too hard?

Encouraged by the subject-matter of the 48th BITEF in 2014, the 

main programme was named “Past is present”. At the same time, the 15th 

Bitef Polyphony had as a theme the establishment of its own continuity 

and existence here and now; it continued the pursuit of polyphonic 

drama and theatre as a concept for the future, and the game of 

counter pointing as a way of harmonising and mutually complementing 

differences, disagreements, and oppositions. But, most of all, it called 

for action and reflection about the strength and power of the theatre 

to set in motion emotions, critical thought; to empower, to heal, to be 

responsible, to affect changes, to make the world a better place. The 

15th Bitef Polyphony introduced its own logo: About, my Brains!41 toying 
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with Shakespeare and the counterpoint offered, thus inviting reflections 

about one’s raison d’etre and questions about the power of the theatre to 

explore truths and reveal actions for the future. 

In 2014, the Bitef Polyphony celebrated the 15th anniversary. At 

the opening, Ljubica Beljanski Ristić, initiator and chief editor of Bitef 

Polyphony from the  very beginning, and author of the polyphonic 

concept, passed the editorship of 16th Bitef Polyphony, to her associates, 

offering full support to continuance of polyphonic development of 

Bitef Polyphony and implementing its role to full participation of young 

people, particularly the ones who grew up participating and following 

the Bitef Polyphony. She took active part in working on programme 

articulation within organisational, editorial and conceptual teams in 

order to ensure continual process of interactive artistic, educational and 

social engagement. 

The fact remains that during the first fifteen years of Bitef 

Polyphony, this side programme, within the context of a large artistic 

festival, developed a concept in which it was newer conceived on 

principles of selecting performances. The Bitef Polyphony is an open 

project with cyclic structure; it presents processes, methods of work, 

outcomes of this work. It creates connections and new exchanges 

of people, groups and institutions. The Bitef Polyphony explores 

new theatrical tendencies in their origins ad reveals them primarily 

in working with young people. Origins of Bitef Polyphony, within 

the context of art for social change, along with continual search for 

polyphone concepts of drama and theatre as new theatrical tendencies, 

are particularly important for this side programme. Therefore we may 

conclude that Bitef Polyphony observes its contexts as inspiring 
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characteristics and integral part of its concept of new theatrical trends, 

since both contain “...openness, dynamism, inter-subjectivity, un-

saturation, repeatability, rational interconnecting with other contexts, 

abundance of networks of relations, continual transition of relations of 

force and meaning...” (Stanković, 2015). In fact, both content and context 

make the Bitef Polyphony equally engaged and artistic – it is an open 

space for confronting and influencing actions here and now, as well as 

confronting and influencing changes through the discovery of artistic 

expressions in order to understanding these changes. It  is also about 

making an immediate statement in changeable contexts, and future 

intersections of diverse lines of forces, within which its full meaning and 

sense are constructed. 

And finally, reflections from the time of crises when Bitef Polyphony 

was created, are also  valid today: “…many hard questions have to be 

posted and worked through. We do not pretend that we know answers 

to all of them. In art, it is much more important to find the expression, 

the way to expose crucial questions, than to come up with ready-

made answers. The process of artistic articulation is well under way, 

although there is no doubt that many questions and dilemmas will stay 

unresolved. It is a process open to genuine new insights. And, who 

knows, maybe even open to important solutions that would be of benefit 

to society itself. After all, the young theatre-makers of today could be 

the policy-makers of tomorrow…” (Beljanski Ristić, 1999) . 

A would-be survey on innovative theatrical trends in the theatre 

and among the youth would revealed to a dedicated analyst of Bitef 

Polyphony programmes all the hints of new movements, which were later 

to become the desired foundation for strategic development and models 

relevant to this day. Only time will tell whether Bitef Polyphony will 

grow to become the distinctive history and future of new theatre for the 

generations to come. 
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Kako je nastala Bitef Polifonija? U kakvom kontekstu? Koliko se taj 

kontekst menjao i promenio tokom proteklih petnaest godina postojanja? 

Na koji je način prezentacija regionalnog programa Umetnost za 

društvene promene – Igrom protiv nasilja na 34. BITEF-u 2000. godine, 

pod nazivom Polifonija, odgovarala na kontekstualne datosti? Koje su to 

povratne sprege i ciklične strukture Bitef Polifonije i kako se otkrivao i 

razvijao polifoni pristup kao prepoznatljiv znak, koncept i vrednost? 

Kroz osvrt na nastanak i razvoj Bitef Polifonije autorka istražuje 

i otkriva mehanizme uslovljenosti umetničkih, obrazovnih i socijalnih 

programskih inicijativa koje nastoje da budu angažovane i da angažuju 

različite aktere lokalne zajednice negujući dijalog, razmenu iskustva, 

međusobno partnerstvo i saradnju na širem planu, posebno u regionalnim 

okvirima. Istovremeno, autorka otvara niz pitanja o održivosti Bitef 

Polifonije kao programa koji funkcionišu po još nedovoljno poznatim 

zakonitostima jednog sveta koji stvara samog sebe i koji, bez obzira na 

sve, nastavlja sam sebe da izgrađuje.

Ključne reči: Bitef Polifonija, polifonijski koncept, promenljivi konteksi, 

izvođačke umetnosti, razvojni proces

Konteksti Bitef Polifonije – prvih petnaest godina

Ljubica Beljanski Ristić

Centar za dramu u edukaciji i umetnosti CEDEUM

Beograd, Srbija
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'Theatre Within the Context... and Not Just Theatre' is a thematic publication, 

which examines the multiple opportunities of the contemporary, theatrical 

theories and methods, whilst focusing on social change and development of 

community culture. 

Dubravka Crnojević Carić, PhD 

Academy of Dramatic Arts, University in Zagreb, Croatia

Extremely important initiative, which deserves the attention of the academic 

and professional community.

Silvija Jestrović, PhD 

University of Warwick, Great Britain

The experts from Serbia, Montenegro, Great Britain, Greece and Croatia have 

approached the topic from their unique perspectives, putting forward relevant 

issues about contextualization of contemporary theatre practices. They looked 

into correlation between performing arts and context; the role of art in the 

context, as well as the role of context in art. 

Michal Babiak, PhD 

Faculty of Philosophy, Komenski University of Bratislava, Slovakia

T
H
E
A
T
R
E 

W
I
T
H
I
N
 
T
H
E
 
C
O
N
T
E
X
T


